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1.0  INTRODUCTION 

The  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  (HSP)  of  Boston  Gas  Company  represents  a 
beneficial  service  provided  to  customers  of  the  company  at  a  satisfactory  rate  of  return 
to  the  company.  The  Plan  provides  for  repair  by  Boston  Gas  of  residential  gas  space 
heating  equipment  and,  as  an  option,  water  heating  equipment.  In  operation  since  1977, 
the  HSP  has  experienced  considerable  success.  Starting  with  27,100  customers  in  1977, 
the  HSP  has  grown  so  that,  in  1987,  70,100  customers  were  enrolled.  In  both  1986  and 
1987,  the  Plan  experienced  a  net  increase  of  2,000  customers  over  the  prior  year.  After 
several  years  of  operation  of  the  Home  Heating  Service  Plan,  Boston  Gas  Company  has 
decided  to  take  a  closer  look  at  the  Plan  to  see  how  it  could  better  serve  customers, 
enroll  a  larger  number  of  customers,  and  develop  improved  marketing  strategies.  This 
report  presents  a  summary  of  the  results  of  a  study  of  these  issues. 

1.1  Objectives 

The  objectives  of  the  study  reported  here  were  to  address  the  following  issues 
related  to  the  Plan: 

Awareness  of  the  Plan  and  of  Plan  promotion; 

Resistance  to  Plan  enrollment  and  renewal; 

Value  of  the  Plan  to  Plan  customers; 

Price  and  payment  issues; 

Experiences  with  the  Plan; 

Plan  coverage  and  coverage  exceptions; 

Image  of  Boston  Gas  Company; 

Future  Plan  elements; 

Future  Plan  marketing. 

In  order  to  shed  light  on  these  issues  from  the  consumer's  point  of  view,  it  was 
decided  that  focus  groups  (guided  discussion  groups)  with  Boston  Gas  customers  would  be 
the  most  appropriate  approach  to  studying  these  issues. 
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1.2         Methodology 

The  study  design  called  for  focus  groups  with  three  major  types  of  Boston  Gas 
customers:  Current  Plan  Customers,  Plan  Non-Customers,  and  Former  Plan  Customers. 
Two  focus  groups  were  planned  for  each  of  the  three  customer  types,  one  for  customers 
residing  in  towns  in  the  Boston  Gas  service  area  in  which  the  Plan  has  achieved  high 
market  penetration,  and  one  for  customers  in  towns  with  low  Plan  market  penetration. 
High  Penetration  was  defined  as  towns  in  which  the  proportion  of  Plan  customers  to  all 
Company  customers  was  35%  or  higher.  Low  Penetration  was  defined  as  towns  in  which 
that  proportion  was  27.5%  or  lower.  From  a  subset  of  those  towns  within  a  reasonable 
distance  of  Boston  (essentially,  towns  within  the  Route  128  circumference  or  near  it), 
focus  group  participants  were  recruited.  The  towns  from  which  Boston  Gas  customers 
were  recruited  were  as  follows: 

•  High  Penetration  Areas; 

—  Arlington 

—  Belmont 

—  Burlington 

—  Braintree 

—  Lexington 

—  Lynnfield 

—  Medford 

—  Melrose 

—  Milton 

—  Peabody 

—  Reading 

—  Saugus 

—  Wellesley 

—  West  Roxbury 

—  Weymouth 

—  Winchester 

•  Low  Penetration  Areas: 

—  Boston 

—  Brighton 

—  Charlestown 

—  Dorchester 

—  Lynn 

—  Quincy 

—  Roslindale 

—  Roxbury 

—  Somerville 

—  South  Boston 

—  Waltham 

—  Watertown 
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Recruiting  was  done  by  telephoning  customers  from  three  lists  provided  us  by 
Boston  Gas,  one  for  each  Plan  customer  type.  The  potential  focus  group  participants 
were  given  a  screening  interview  on  the  telephone  to  ensure  that  they  qualified  for  the 
group  for  which  they  were  being  recruited.  The  screening  interview  is  shown  in  Appendix 
A  of  this  report.  If  an  interviewee  qualified  for  the  appropriate  group,  he  or  she  was 
asked  to  participate  in  a  focus  group  discussion  on  a  specified  date  and  time.  Incentives 
of  $35  or  $^^0  were  offered  to  encourage  participation.  Attempts  were  made  to  recruit 
l'f-16  people  per  group,  with  the  expectation  that  8-10  would  show  up  for  the  focus 
group.  No  more  than  2  participants  from  the  same  town  were  recruited  in  order  to 
provide  wide  representation  for  the  focus  groups.  High  and  Low  Penetration  groups  were 
thus  formed  for  Current  Plan  Customers  and  Plan  Non-Customers.  Due  to  a  low  rate  of 
agreement  to  participate  in  the  focus  group,  along  with  a  customer  list  that  contained  a 
large  proportion  of  inadequate  telephone  numbers,  we  were  unable  to  form  a  High 
Penetration  Former  Plan  Customers  group,  and  we  therefore  conducted  only  a  Low 
Penetration  group  of  Former  Plan  Customers. 

Each  focus  group  was  conducted  by  an  experienced  Abt  Associates  focus  group 
moderator  in  focus  group  facilities  located  in  downtown  Boston.  The  focus  group 
moderator's  guides  which  were  used  to  facilitate  each  of  the  three  types  of  focus  group 
discussion  are  provided  in  Appendix  B.  Toward  the  end  of  each  focus  group  discussion, 
the  participants  were  provided  with  an  Individual  Opinion  Questionnaire  (lOQ)  upon  which 
certain  written  information  on  reactions  to,  and  perceptions  of,  the  HSP  were  solicited. 
The  lOQ  results  by  group  are  summarized  in  Appendix  C. 

The  focus  group  facilities  were  equipped  with  one-way  observation  rooms  for 
viewing  by  Boston  Gas  Company  representatives  and  with  both  audiotaping  and 
videotaping  capabilities.  The  audiotapes  and  videotapes  of  the  five  focus  groups 
conducted  have  been  supplied  to  Boston  Gas  Company  with  this  report. 

The  reactions  of  each  of  the  three  Plan  customer  types  are  discussed,  by  topic 
area,  in  Chapters  2  to  't  of  this  report.  No  differentiation  is  made  between  High  and  Low 
Penetration  customers  in  the  summaries  of  reactions  of  the  groups  in  these  chapters 
except  where  the  two  subgroups  differed  noticeably.  At  the  outset,  however,  we  should 
note  that  the  Low  Penetration  participants  had  lower  household  incomes,  on  average, 
than  High  Penetration  participants,  as  one  might  expect  given  the  demographics 
associated  with  the  High  and  Low  Penetration  towns  from  which  participants  were 
selected.  We  feel  that  this  difference  in  household  income  may  be  a  major  contributory 
reason  for  the  differences  observed  between  the  High  and  Low  Penetration  subgroups. 

3 
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At  the  beginning  of  most  of  the  sections  in  Chapters  2  to  ^,  verbatim  quotes  of 
participants'  comments  are  provided  where  relevant.  The  subgroup  from  which  the 
customer  comment  was  taken  is  annotated  by  an  "H"  for  High  Penetration  customers  and 
an  "L"  for  Low  Penetration  customers. 

In  Chapter  5,  we  examine  the  implications  to  be  drawn  from  the  focus  group 
results  for  the  future  marketing  and  development  of  the  Boston  Gas  Home  Heating 
Service  Plan. 
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2.0  CURRENT  PLAN  CUSTOMERS 

The  focus  groups  of  Current  Plan  Customers  were  conducted  on  Wednesday, 
February  2^,  1988,  at  CSI  Qualitative  Research  facilities  in  downtown  Boston.  The  High 
Penetration  group  (9  participants)  was  conducted  at  6:00  pm,  while  the  Low  Penetration 
group  (8  participants)  was  conducted  at  8:00  pm.  Characteristics  of  each  of  these  group's 
participants  are  provided  in  Exhibits  2-1  and  2-2,  respectively. 

2.1  Perception  of  Service  Contracts 

"If  something  breaks  down,  you  want  it  fixed  immediately."  [H] 

"G.E.  has  a  good  telephone  system;  you  call  a  number  and  get  a  response." 
[H] 

"Boston  Gas  is  wonderful."  [H] 

Participants  in  the  groups  had  purchased  various  types  of  service  contracts, 
including  plans  covering  small  appliances  such  as  television  sets,  home  maintenance 
equipment  such  as  power  lawn  mowers,  and,  of  course,  the  Boston  Gas  Home  Heating 
Service  Plan.  All  participants  spontaneously  named  —  without  having  to  be  prompted  — 
the  Heating  Service  Plan  as  one  of  the  service  plans  they  had. 

Few  of  the  focus  group  participants  had  purchased  more  than  three  service 
plans.  Most  of  the  non-HSP  plans  were  purchased  when  the  appliance  or  equipment  was 
purchased,  and  most  of  these  were  allowed  to  lapse.  There  was  considerable  discussion 
on  the  value  of  purchasing  a  service  plan  on  many  appliances.  Several  participants  felt 
that  frequently  the  cost  of  small  appliances  was  so  small  that  a  service  plan  was  not 
worthwhile.  In  the  High  Penetration  group,  particularly,  many  larger  items  of  equipment 
were  viewed  as  having  a  finite  life  span,  after  which  a  new  one  should  be  purchased,  and 
so  the  purchase  of  a  service  plan  in  such  instances  was  not  seen  as  wise.  Again,  in  the 
High  Penetration  group,  the  view  was  also  expressed  that  if  a  piece  of  equipment  (such  as 
a  water  heater)  is  new,  it  is  not  cost-effective  to  purchase  a  service  plan  until  it 
becomes  older  and  is  closer  to  its  presumed  end  of  life  span.  Home  heating  equipment 
was  seen  in  an  entirely  different  light,  however,  which  we  discuss  in  greater  detail  in 
Section  2.3.1  below. 

Of  the  sponsors  of  service  plans.  Sears  was  generally  criticized  as  having  poor, 
frequently  subcontracted,  service  and  service  that  was  slow  in  response  time.  Sears  was 
also  faulted  for  being  difficult  to  get  through  to.   Some  participants  identified  Lechmere 
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as  a  poor  service  plan  provider,  while  an  equally  small  number  indicated  that  their 
experience  was  good.  General  Electric  was  generally  viewed  positively;  the  ability  to 
get  through  to  them  easily  on  the  telephone  for  service  plan  requests  was  cited  as  a 
strong  point.  Boston  Gas'  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  was  consistently  and  widely  viewed 
in  a  positive  light.  We  provide  more  detail  on  experience  with,  and  perception  of,  the 
HSP  in  Section  2.3.1  below. 

2.2         Evaluation  and  Decision-Making  Regarding  Service  Contracts 

The  considerations  consumers  give  to  evaluating  whether  or  not  to  purchase 
service  plans  was  explored  in  several  different  ways.  Specifics  of  why  participants 
purchased  the  Boston  Gas  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  are  provided  in  Section  2.3.1 
below;  in  this  section,  we  describe  their  considerations  in  evaluating  service  plans  in 
general.  The  age  of  the  equipment  to  be  covered  under  a  service  plan  was  a  major 
evaluation  point  for  the  High  Peneteration  customers.  They  did  not  see  the  value,  in 
general,  of  purchasing  a  service  plan  for  items  that  were  fairly  new  unless  the  item  was 
also  fairly  complex.  Dependability  of  the  company  selling  the  service  plan  was  also  a 
factor  in  the  decision. 

Low  Penetration  customers  considered  several  points  in  determining  whether  or 
not  to  purchase  a  service  plan.  The  cost-value  ratio  was  one  consideration:  was  the  cost 
of  the  appliance  or  equipment,  and  the  likely  cost  of  repairs  to  that  appliance  or 
equipment,  large  enough  to  warrant  purchasing  a  service  plan.  They  also  considered,  as  a 
selling  point  for  any  service  plans,  whether  or  not  they  would  also  be  responsible  for  out 
of  pocket  costs,  such  as  deductibles  or  parts.  Also  for  the  Low  Penetration  group,  the 
accessibility  and  response  time  of  the  service  provider  was  a  consideration:  hours  to 
respond  was  acceptable,  days  was  not;  making  one  call  to  obtain  service  was  acceptable, 
making  more  than  that  was  not. 

In  the  High  Penetration  group,  wives  tended  (slightly)  to  be  the  decision-makers 
in  the  households  regarding  service  plans.  For  appliances  that  were  purchased,  the  men 
tended  to  let  the  wives  decide  on  whether  or  not  to  purchase  service  plans.  In  addition, 
wives  generally  tended  to  open  the  mail  and  bring  mailed  solicitations  on  service  plans  to 
their  husbands'  attention.  In  the  Low  Penetration  group,  the  decision  process  was  more 
often  shared  between  spouses. 
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2.3         Home  Heating  Service  Plan 

Naturally,  considerable  attention  was  paid  in  the  focus  groups  to  the  Boston  Gas 
Home  Heating  Service  Plan.  The  remainder  of  this  chapter  discusses  the  participants' 
views  toward  the  HSP  and  their  use  of  it.  The  following  sections  address  reasons  for 
purchase  of  the  plan,  participants'  memories  and  perceptions  of  the  promotional  material 
on  the  plan,  pricing  considerations,  renewal  considerations,  experience  using  the  plan, 
and  reactions  to  possible  additional  plan  features. 

2.3.1      Reasons  for  Purchase 

'The  dependability  of  the  company  is  important."  [H] 

"As  it  [the  furnace]  gets  older,  I  would  want  to  have  insurance  on  it."  [L] 

"You  can  live  one  to  two  days  without  your  stove  or  your  washer,  but  you 
can't  without  heat."  [L] 

For  High  Penetration  customers,  the  overwhelming  reason  for  purchase  of  the 
Boston  Gas  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  was  the  essentiality  of  heating  and  the  necessity 
of  having  heat  restored  if  there  were  a  problem  with  space  heating  equipment.  The 
peace  of  mind  that  the  plan  provides,  as  well  as  the  convenience  of  making  one  call  to 
get  service  underway,  were  important  factors  for  this  group  of  customers.  Related  to 
this,  perhaps,  is  the  fact  that  the  heating  equipment  of  this  group  tended  to  be  20  to  30 
years  old,  while  the  average  age  of  the  Low  Penetration  group's  heating  equipment  was 
about  10  years  younger. 

Low  Penetration  customers,  on  the  other  hand,  stressed,  as  their  major 
consideration  in  purchasing  it,  the  "insurance"  value  of  the  plan,  in  terms  of  avoiding 
major  repair  costs  should  equipment  break  down.  It  was  only  when  prompted  that  they 
agreed  on  the  essentiality  of  having  heat.  It  seemed  that  this  group  took  that  fact  for 
granted,  putting  it  lower  on  their  priority  list,  past  the  major  consideration,  to  them,  of 
cost  saving. 
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2.3.2  Plan  Materials 

"If  it  looks  like  it's  a  bill,  I  open  it."  [H] 

"I  don't  like  phone  calls  asking  me  to  buy  something  —  I  get  turned  off  by 
that."  [H] 

Most  of  the  participants  learned  of  the  plan  from  the  mailed  information  sent  to 
them.  One  learned  of  it  from  a  sticker  on  the  heating  equipment,  one  from  a  relative, 
and  one  from  a  Boston  Gas  repair  person  after  he  made  an  equipment  repair.  Both  groups 
tended  to  recall  that  the  printed  material  sent  to  them  by  Boston  Gas  about  the  plan  was 
sent  as  a  bill  insert,  although  some  recalled  that  it  was  sent  as  a  separate  mailing. 
Participants  in  both  groups,  however,  remarked  that  if  the  mailing  came  from  Boston  Gas 
and  looked  like  it  might  be  a  bill,  they  tended  to  open  it  and  give  it  their  attention, 
whereas  if  the  envelope  had  the  look  of  "junk  mail,"  they  tended  not  to  pay  it  much  mind. 

Participants'  memories  of  the  content  of  the  plan  materials  sent  to  them  differed 
somewhat  by  group.  The  High  Penetration  customers  tended  to  remember  that  the 
material  clearly  differentiated,  by  color,  exactly  what  equipment  was  covered  and  what 
equipment  was  not.  They  particularly  praised  the  material  regarding  the  plan  for 
pointing  out  clearly,  and  in  equally  large  type,  what  was  not  covered  as  well  as  what  was 
covered  under  the  plan.  The  High  Penetration  group  was,  in  fact,  generally  more 
knowledgable  about  what  the  plan  covered  than  were  the  Low  Penetration  group 
members.  The  Low  Penetration  customers  tended  to  take  away  from  the  plan  materials 
a  general  message  about  the  benefits  of  the  plan  and  a  general  message  that  the  plan 
could  help  them  avoid  inconvenience  and  difficulties. 

2.3.3  Pricing  Considerations 

"It's  a  good  deal."  [L] 

"Good  value  for  the  money."  [L] 

"Savings,  cost,  and  coverage  is  why  I  buy  it."  [L] 

"I  send  a  check  up  front  to  get  rid  of  the  bill."  [H] 

Customers  of  the  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  unanimously  thought  that  the  plan 
price  was  fair  and  indicated  that  they  received  good  value  for  their  money.  They  also 
indicated  that  the  price  could  increase  and  they  still  would  continue  the  plan,  although 
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they  differed  by  group  as  to  how  much  of  an  increase  they  would  bear.  Interestingly,  the 
plan  price  "break  point"  past  which  they  would  not  renew  their  plan  was  lower  with  the 
High  Penetration  group  ~  about  $60  annually  —  than  the  Low  Penetration  group  ~  about 
$100  annually.  Perhaps  this  may  be  because  the  former  customers  can  better  afford 
unexpected  repair  costs  if  they  were  not  to  be  covered  by  the  Plan  than  can  the  latter 
customers.  It  is  also  interesting  to  note  that  participants  in  neither  group  knew  exactly 
what  they  were  paying  for  their  plan  coverage,  although  they  generally  had  a  figure  in 
mind  that  was  in  the  right  "ballpark." 

Customers  in  both  groups  expressed  a  preference  for  paying  for  the  plan  right 
away,  in  one  action  that  could  be  done  and  then  forgotten  about.  It  was  almost  as  if  they 
valued  the  plan  so  that  they  wanted  to  pay  for  it  in  a  way  that  would  best  be  done 
rapidly,  with  no  chance  for  forgetting,  thereby  insuring  that  coverage  would  continue 
without  a  break.  Neither  group  preferred  to  put  the  payment  on  a  credit  card,  either. 
For  the  High  Penetration  customers,  this  method  of  payment  was  not  immediate 
enough.  The  Low  Penetration  customers  saw  this  method  of  payment  as  bringing  with  it 
finance  charges,  which  they  preferred  to  avoid.  These  latter  customers  seemed  to 
assume  that  a  credit  card  charge  automatically  carried  with  it  a  finance  charge,  a 
perception  that  may  be  derived  from  the  possibility  that  these  customers  do  not  pay  off 
their  credit  card  charges  each  month,  thus  carrying  a  balance  upon  which  finance  charges 
are  levied. 

The  multiple  year  option  was  not  attractive  to  the  High  Penetration  customers 
because  they  did  not  perceive  that  the  cost  saving  was  enough  to  warrant  paying  for 
several  years  at  once.  In  addition,  most  of  them  were  concerned  that  they  might  move, 
thus  having  paid  for  plan  services  from  which  they  would  not  receive  benefit. 

2.3.'^      Renewal  Considerations 

The  picture  on  renewal  of  the  plan  is  fairly  consistent  with  customers  from  both 
subgroups.  Once  the  decision  was  made  to  purchase  the  plan,  renewal  of  it  is  almost 
automatic,  unlike  other  service  plans  which  they  tended  to  drop  —  once  past  the  first 
subscription  period  —  as  unnecessary,  not  cost-effective,  or  not  providing  responsive 
service.  This  tendency  to  renew  almost  automatically  seems  to  stem  from  the  "trust" 
the  customers  place  in  Boston  Gas,  as  well  as  their  satisfactory  experiences  with  the 
Company  specifically  in  regard  to  the  plan  and  plan  service. 
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None  of  the  customers  wanted  automatic  renewal,  however.  Although  they  all 
have  renewed  or  intended  to  renew,  they  all  also  wished  to  retain  control  of  the  decision 
to  renew. 

2.3.5      Experience  with  the  Plan 

"It  just  makes  me  feel  comfortable  to  have  Boston  Gas  on  the  heating 
system."  [H] 

"They  do  come  out  promptly,  and  it  always  seems  that  what  I've  paid  was 
well  worth  the  policy."  [H] 

"They  said  they'd  be  there  at  a  certain  time,  and  they  were.     That's 
.  important."  [L] 

"Perfect.   They  were  there  when  they  were  supposed  to  be  there  and  they 
did  the  job."  [L] 

Customers'  experience  with  the  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  was  unanimously 
positive.  About  two-thirds  of  the  group  participants  had  had  occasion  to  request  service 
under  the  plan.  There  was  virtually  no  negative  comment  raised  about  the  plan  or  the 
plan  service.  Response  time  was  seen  by  all  to  be  more  than  adequate.  They  all  felt  that 
service  within  hours  was  the  most  that  could  be  expected  from  any  service  provider  and 
that  was  what  Boston  Gas  provided.  They  also  were  understanding  of  the  context  within 
which  the  company  had  to  operate,  stating  that  if  there  were  particularly  severe 
weather,  they  understood  that  they  might  not  receive  service  as  quickly  as  usual. 

Of  particular  salience  to  High  Penetration  customers  was  the  fact  that  when 
they  made  a  service  call,  they  were  intelligently  asked  by  the  operator  what  the  problem 
was.  As  a  result,  the  service  could  be  completed  in  one  visit  because  the  repair  person 
had  the  correct  part  on  the  truck.  This  they  contrasted  to  many  other  equipment  repair 
situations  by  other  service  providers  which  frequently  entailed  one  visit  to  ascertain  the 
problem  and  determine  the  parts  needed,  and  another  visit  to  do  the  actual  repairs. 

The  repair  service  itself  was  seen  to  be  competent.  All  customers  appeared  to 
have  confidence  in  the  expertise  of  the  Boston  Gas  service  people,  and  several  mentioned 
that  they  were  nice  to  deal  with,  in  addition.  As  confirmation  of  the  high  regard  with 
which  Boston  Gas  is  viewed,  all  but  3  of  the  Low  Penetration  customers  (the  only  group 
which  was  asked  this  question)  would  call  Boston  Gas  for  a  heating  system  repair  even 
if  there  were  no  Home  Heating  Service  Plan. 
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2.3.6      Potential  New  Plan  Features 

"Putting  the  cost  on  the  gas  bill  could  be  appealing."  [L] 

"IVe  never  had  any  trouble  with  my  range,  and  a  gas  dryer  lasts  at  least 
fifteen  years,  anyway."  [H] 

As  indicated  in  Section  2.3.'>  above,  plan  options  of  deferred  payment  and  of 
automatic  renewal  were  not  well  regarded,  particularly  among  High  Penetration 
customers.  Also  not  well-received  was  the  possibility  of  adding  additional  gas  appliances 
to  the  coverage,  such  as  gas  ranges  or  gas  dryers.  The  customers  felt  that  there  were 
too  many  different  brands  of  these  appliances  for  one  company  to  service  well,  and  that 
they  would  prefer  to  call  their  local  dealer  if  they  required  service  on  these  types  of 
appliances. 

The  picture  was  mixed  on  whether  or  not  an  annual  heating  equipment  tuneup 
should  be  included  in  the  Home  Heating  Service  Plan.  Some  of  the  Low  Penetration 
customers  thought  that  it  was  already  included  in  the  plan  (perhaps  because,  on  a  service 
call  the  repair  person  "tuned  up"  the  equipment  as  well  as  making  the  repair).  Among  the 
High  Penetration  customers,  there  was  a  greater  desire  to  incorporate  this  feature, 
although  they  did  not  want  to  pay  more  than  $10  for  inclusion  of  an  annual  equipment 
tuneup. 

Customers  who  did  not  include  water  heaters  in  their  service  plan  coverage  did 
not  do  so  because  they  perceived  that  the  equipment  was  covered  by  manufacturers' 
warranties.  Further,  they  noted  that  the  Boston  Gas  plan  did  not  cover  the  storage  tank 
itself,  and  this  was  the  component  most  likely  to  give  way.  Interestingly,  in  each  group, 
only  about  2  customers  indicated  that  they  had  water  heater  coverage;  yet  'f  in  each 
group  actually  did  have  such  coverage. 
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3.0  PLAN  NON-CUSTOMERS 

The  focus  groups  of  Plan  Non-Customers  were  conducted  on  Tuesday,  March  1, 
1988  at  National  Qualitative  Centers  facilities  in  downtown  Boston.  The  High 
Penetration  group  (10  participants)  was  conducted  at  6:00  pm,  while  the  Low  Penetration 
group  (10  participants)  was  conducted  at  8:00  pm.  Characteristics  of  each  of  these 
groups'  participants  are  provided  in  Exhibits  3-1  and  3-2,  respectively. 

3.1  Perception  of  Service  Contracts 

"I  would  recommend  a  service  plan  .  .  .  not  everyone  is  handy  .  .  .  it's 
especially  important  for  an  older  person."  [L] 

"You  need  a  service  contract  today  because  they  just  don't  make  things 
the  way  they  used  to."  [H] 

"I  need  something  to  protect  me."  [H] 

Service  contract  enrollment  by  these  focus  group  participants  was  popular  with 
approximately  half  of  each  group.  The  types  of  appliances  mentioned  by  participants 
having  service  contracts  included  washers  and  dryers,  stoves,  radios,  televisions,  and 
similar  "big  ticket"  items.  Most  plans  were  purchased  when  the  item  was  bought 
(especially  among  the  Low  Penetration  Group).  Service  plans  tended  not  to  be  renewed 
as  the  item  grew  older.  While  some  participants  expressed  the  value  of  service  plans, 
most  agreed  that,  in  the  long  run,  many  plans  are  not  cost-effective,  and  that,  for  some 
items,  it  is  less  expensive  to  merely  replace  an  item.  The  general  consensus  among 
participants  was  that  a  service  plan  is  very  similar  to  an  insurance  plan  —  you  get  it 
"just  in  case." 

Those  who  were  not  strong  service  plan  supports  felt  that  a  manufacturer's 
guarantee  was  often  enough  and  that  if  an  item  did  not  have  something  go  wrong  with  it 
in  the  first  year  or  so,  then  it  was  probably  well  engineered  and  would  fulfill  the  product 
life  expectations  of  the  purchaser.  One  criticism  of  service  plans  among  the  group 
participants  was  that  they  seemed  to  include  only  the  parts  of  an  item  that  never  broke. 
Home  heating  equipment  was  generally  seen  as  a  more  important  purchase  than  most 
home  appliances,  yet  most  people  felt  that  a  manufacturer's  guarantee  on  home  heating 
equipment  served  to  protect  them.  It  was  obvious,  given  the  age  of  most  participants' 
heating  systems,  that  they  wfere  no  longer  protected  by  such  manufacturers'  guarantees. 
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Those  participants  who  did  have  service  plans  provided  mostly  positive  comments 
about  their  plans  and  the  sponsors  of  those  plans.  Sears  received  very  high  praise  in  the 
Plan  Non-Customer  focus  groups  as  being  an  excellent  company  with  which  to  have  a 
service  plan.  Knowledgable  personnel,  expedient  service,  and  dependability  were  traits 
participants  mentioned  when  talking  about  Sears  in  particular.  General  Electric  and 
RCA  were  also  mentioned  as  having  good  service  plans. 

3.2         Evaluation  and  Decision-making  Regarding  Service  Contracts 

"You  have  to  weigh  the  price  of  the  item  against  what  its'  going  to  cost  to 
fix."  [L] 

"Depends  on  how  hard  an  item  is  to  fix."  [L] 

The  cost  of  an  appliance  and  the  age  of  an  item  were  the  two  dominant  factors 
participants  considered  in  deciding  whether  or  not  to  purchase  a  service  contract.  If  an 
item  cost  a  large  amount,  then  purchasing  a  service  plan  was  given  more  consideration. 
The  discussion  of  service  plans  by  sales  personnel  was  also  mentioned  as  a  factor,  but  a 
few  participants  felt  that  most  service  plans  are  only  "money  making  schemes"  pushed 
upon  them  by  zealous  sales  people.  Reputation  of  the  company  that  offers  the  service 
plan  was  also  a  factor  that  was  cited  as  important;  participants  were  more  likely  to 
purchase  expensive  items  from  well-established  companies  which  have  a  reputation  of 
standing  by  their  products. 

The  Low  Penetration  participants  appeared  to  be  more  concerned  with  the  cost 
of  the  plan  vs.  the  value  of  the  item  covered,  while  the  High  Penetration  participants 
were  more  concerned  with  the  dependability,  responsiveness,  and  knowledge  of  the 
servicing  agent. 

The  person  in  the  household  who  made  the  actual  decision  to  purchase  a  service 
contract  on  a  particular  item  depended  primarily  on  the  cost  of  the  item.  Most 
participants  stated  that  for  smaller  items,  the  decision  to  purchase  a  service  plan  was 
left  up  to  the  person  who  was  making  the  purchase.  However,  when  a  service  plan  for  an 
expensive  item  was  being  considered,  the  decision  usually  involved  both  spouses. 
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3.3         Home  Heating  Service  Plan 

While  none  of  the  participants  were  subscribers  to  the  Boston  Gas  Home  Heating 
Service  Plan,  mention  of  the  plan  arose  in  both  groups  without  prompting  from  the 
moderator.  The  remainder  of  this  chapter  focuses  on  the  participants'  view  toward  the 
HSP  and  Boston  Gas,  and  the  experiences  participants  have  had  with  heating  system 
repairs  in  the  past.  The  following  sections  address  reasons  for  not  purchasing  the  plan, 
participants'  memories  and  perceptions  of  the  promotional  material  on  the  plan,  pricing 
considerations,  experience  with  heating  system  repairs,  and  reactions  to  plan  features. 

3.3.1      Reasons  for  not  Purchasing  HSP 

"I  didn't  know  what  was  covered."  [H] 

•1  know  it's  reasonable,  but  I  felt  it  was  too  restrictive."  [H] 

Awareness  of  the  HSP  was  virtually  universal  among  participants  from  both 
groups,  but  misinformation  was  also  very  apparent  throughout  both  groups.  Overall, 
participants'  experiences  with  Boston  Gas  were  portrayed  as  being  very  positive.  Service 
personnel  were  generally  seen  as  very  knowledgable  and  quick  to  respond,  and  the  price 
of  a  service  call  was  considered  very  reasonable. 

Some  participants  admitted  that  they  were  taking  a  chance  by  not  having  the 
HSP  but  were  willing  to  gamble  that  nothing  serious  was  going  to  happen  to  their  heating 
system.  These  feelings  were  conveyed  mainly  by  participants  who  had  relatively  new 
equipment  or  a  new  house.  The  cost  of  the  plan  was  an  issue  brought  up  by  both  groups. 
Participants  from  the  Low  Penetration  group  were  especially  ill-informed  about  the 
yearly  cost  of  the  plan  and  thought  that  it  was  extremely  expensive.  Participants  from 
the  High  Penetration  group  were  simply  more  reluctant  to  make  the  initial  investment  in 
the  plan.  Any  increase  in  their  montly  bills  was  seen  as  unattractive.  There  was  also  the 
impression  that  the  cost  of  the  plan  goes  up  every  year  more  than  it  actually  does. 

Restrictions  on  coverage  exceptions  in  the  service  plan  contract  were  also 
mentioned  by  both  groups  as  being  a  reason  for  not  participating  in  the  plan.  Although 
the  specifics  of  the  plan  were  not  clear  among  participants,  many  felt  that  there  were 
restrictions  or  "technicalities"  built  into  the  plan  that  would  leave  them  uncovered  in  the 
event  of  a  problem  with  their  heating  system. 
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3.3.2  Plan  Materials 

"It  [the  flyer]  doesn't  explain  what's  covered."  [L] 
"It  has  a  picture  of  what's  covered."  [L] 
"Theres  too  much  junk  in  the  mail  today."  [H] 

All  of  the  participants  learned  about  the  HSP  through  information  they  received 
in  the  mail.  The  Low  Penetration  group  almost  unanimously  felt  that  this  was  the  most 
effective  way  for  Boston  Gas  to  relay  the  information  to  potential  subscribers.  The  High 
Penetration  group,  however,  expressed  concern  about  receiving  "too  much  junk  mail",  and 
many  participants  confided  that  they  just  threw  the  information  away.  Most  participants 
remembered  the  mailing  as  being  separate  from  their  usual  monthly  bills,  and  there  was 
some  recollection  that  the  information  was  sent  near  the  beginning  of  the  heating 
season.  The  fact  that  the  information  came  at  the  beginning  of  the  school  year, 
however,  led  one  Low  Penetration  participant  to  express  reservations  about  incurring 
"another  bill"  while  trying  to  outfit  her  children  for  school. 

The  idea  of  receiving  a  solicitation  phone  call  concerning  the  HSP  was  adamantly 
opposed  by  the  majority  of  participants  from  both  groups.  Many  participants  complained 
about  recieving  too  many  such  phone  calls.  However,  the  idea  of  receiving  a  follow-up 
phone  call  from  a  HSP  representative  gained  some  favor  from  participants  in  the  Low 
Penetration  group.  This  practice  was  viewed  as  a  reasonable  method  of  educating 
someone  about  the  plan. 

While  neither  group  was  tremendously  well  informed  about  what  information  was 
included  in  the  HSP  literature,  the  High  Penetration  group  was  more  accurate  in  its 
estimation  of  the  cost  of  the  plan,  what  the  plan  covered  and  did  not  cover,  and  the 
overall  contents  of  the  mailing  than  was  the  Low  Penetration  group. 

3.3.3  Pricing  Considerations 

"It's  excessive  for  what  you  get."  [L] 

"A  good  service  contract  is  worth  a  hundred  dollars."  [L] 
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High  Penetration  group  participants  maintained  that  the  HSP  cost  somewhere  in 
the  neighborhood  of  $39  to  $80  a  year.  They  felt  that  the  price  was  fair  depending  on 
what  the  subscriber  received.  Estimates  of  the  cost  of  the  plan  from  the  Low 
Penetration  group  went  up  to  $39  per  month.  This  group  also  thought  that  there  were 
different  "levels"  of  participation  and  that  by  paying  more  a  subscriber  received  more 
benefits.  Neither  group  expressed  a  concern  that  plan  members  received  preferential 
treatment  from  Boston  Gas. 

The  most  appealing  method  of  payment  for  the  plan,  for  both  groups,  would  be  to 
have  the  payments  distributed  evenly  over  the  year  and  calculated  directly  into  a 
subscriber's  monthly  gas  bill.  Both  groups  found  no  appeal  in  charging  the  plan 
subscription  to  a  credit  card,  as  they  perceived  that  this  would  entail  an  additional 
finance  charge.  Some  concern  was  expressed  on  whether  or  not  such  a  plan  was 
transferable  if  a  subscriber  happened  to  sell  his  or  her  house. 

3.3A      Experience  with  Heating  System  Repairs 

"Boston  Gas  is  great  and  they  are  always  so  nice."  [L] 

"They  [Boston  Gas]  have  everything  they  need  to  fix  my  system  right  on 
the  truck.'TL] 

"Gas  is  terrific,  it  doesn't  have  the  maintenance  problems  of  oil."  [H] 

Most  participants  from  both  groups  recalled  having  some  contact  with  Boston 
Gas  in  the  past  regarding  a  heating  system  repair.  Boston  Gas  received  high  praise  as 
being  very  responsive  and  knowledgable  and  delivering  excellent  service.  The  majority  of 
the  time,  the  repair  only  took  one  visit  from  a  Boston  Gas  representative,  and  the  cost  of 
the  repair  was  felt  to  be  fair  by  all  of  the  respondents  who  had  requested  service.  All 
participants  agreed  that  they  would  call  upon  Boston  Gas  if  they  ever  felt  that  their 
heating  system  was  malfunctioning.  There  were,  however,  some  questions  as  to  the  types 
of  appliances  and  the  types  of  problems  for  which  Boston  Gas  was  inclined  to  provide 
repairs.  For  instance,  participants  unanimously  stated  that  they  would  call  Boston  Gas  if 
there  was  even  a  hint  of  the  smell  of  gas  in  their  homes,  but  most  participants  said  that 
they  would  contact  the  manufacturer  of  an  appliance  such  as  a  gas  dryer  if  the  problem 
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seemed  to  be  mechanical.  Participants  were  split  on  whether  they  thought  Boston  Gas 
would  service  an  item  such  as  a  hot  water  heater.  With  regard  to  the  HSP  plan, 
participants  seemed  uninformed  about  what  equipment  would  be  included  if  they  were  to 
subscribe  to  the  plan. 

3.3.5      Potential  New  Plan  Features 

"Coupons  would  get  people  interested."  [L] 

"A  special  ...  I  love  specials."  [H] 

"Put  it  directly  on  the  bill.   Three  or  four  dollars  a  month  is  nothing."  [H] 

The  Home  Heating  Service  Plans  was,  by  the  end  of  each  discussion,  viewed 
positively  by  almost  all  of  the  participants.  A  considerable  number  said  that  they  were 
going  to  look  seriously  into  subscribing  to  the  plan  in  the  near  future.  The  most 
attractive  features  of  the  plan  are  as  follows: 

•  The  reputation  of  Boston  Gas, 

•  The  appeal  of  preventative  maintenance  and  the  avoidance  of  major 
repairs, 

•  Safety, 

•  Price. 

Some  features  that  were  brought  out  in  the  Plan  Non-Customer  focus  groups  that 
might  improve  the  appeal  of  the  plan  to  them  were: 

•  A  distributed  billing  plan  which  spreads  payments  out  evenly  over  an 
entire  year  so  that  the  cost  of  the  plan  did  not  have  as  great  an 
impact  on  the  subscriber. 

•  Running  some  type  of  introductory  special,  or  providing  discount 
coupons,  in  order  to  give  a  potential  subscriber  more  incentive  to 
participate  in  the  plan. 

•  Printing  the  information  about  the  plan  directly  on  the  customer's 
bill. 

•  Expanding  advertising  to  radio  and  television  as  well  as  the  print 
media. 
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tt.O         FORMER  PLAN  CUSTOMERS 

The  focus  group  of  former  plan  customers  was  conducted  on  Monday,  March  7, 
1988  at  6:00  PM  at  National  Qualitative  Centers  facilities  in  downtown  Boston.  The 
group  was  of  Low  Penetration  Former  Customers;  the  High  Penetration  Former 
Customers  proved  extremely  difficult  to  recruit  and  it  was  decided  that,  rather  than 
delay  the  completion  of  the  study,  we  would  go  with  the  Low  Penetration  former 
customers.  The  characteristics  of  the  Low  Penetration  group  (10  participants)  are 
summarized  in  Exhbiit  ^-1.  Of  particular  note  is  that  this  group  had  a  high  proportion  of 
people  who  lived  in  2-family  residences  and/or  had  other  property  that  they  rented  out. 

*.l         Perception  of  Service  Contracts 

"All  the  exceptions  [are  a  negative].    You're  not  covered  for  as  much  as 
you're  covered."  [L] 

"It's  like  playing  Russian  roulette."  [L] 

As  a  group,  these  people  were  not  enthusiastic  about  service  contracts  in 
general.  They  would  often  buy  a  service  contract  on  an  appliance  if  they  did  not  know 
much  about  the  appliance  or  it  was  the  first  time  that  they  bought  such  an  applicance. 
Once  they  were  used  to  the  new  equipment,  they  tended  to  drop  their  service  contracts. 
They  appeared  to  be  less  knowledgable  than  the  other  groups  about  mechanical  things; 
they  were  also  less  knowledgable  than  other  groups  about  the  specifics  of  the  service 
contracts  they  had  purchased  or  had  considered  purchasing.  They  seemed  to  perceive 
service  contracts  as  "insurance"  against  the  unknown,  as  a  buffer  between  themselves 
and  something  they  do  not  know  about,  such  as  a  new  appliance. 

The  biggest  negative  element  of  service  contracts  to  this  group  was  the 
exceptions  to  coverage  which  service  contracts  or  service  plans  had.  Since  they  were  not 
well-informed  about  the  coverage  provided  on  service  contracts  that  they  had,  they 
tended  to  feel  "taken"  when  they  found  that  certain  items  were  not  covered  by  their 
service  contracts. 
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it.2         Evaluation  and  Decision-mciking  Regarding  Service  Contracts 

"When  you  buy  the  article  and  it's  brand  new,  you  don't  need  it  [a  service 
contract]."  [L] 

"Most  of  the  products  you  buy  today,  they  give  you  a  certain  time  on 
warranty."  [L] 

Age  of  equipment  was  a  primary  consideration  of  this  group  in  evaluating 
whether  or  not  to  purchase  a  service  contract.  With  the  exception  of  a  type  of  appliance 
with  which  they  had  little  previous  experience,  this  group  did  not  tend  to  purchase 
service  contracts  on  new  items.  When  items  are  new,  they  have  either  an  explicit 
warranty  or  an  implied  warranty,  this  group  felt,  and  they  therefore  felt  that  it  was  not 
necessary  to  purchase  a  service  contract.  If,  however,  an  item  is  complex  or  is  percieved 
as  an  unknown,  participants  in  this  group  indicated  that  they  would  be  more  likely  to 
purchase  a  service  contract.  It  should  be  borne  in  mind  in  this  regard  that,  on  the  whole, 
the  age  of  the  heating  equipment  for  this  group  was  fairly  low,  on  the  average. 

The  Low  Penetration  Former  Customers  were  most  likely  to  find  out  about 
service  plans  (with  the  exception  of  the  Boston  Gas  HSP)  at  point  of  sale  from  the  sales 
person  selling  the  item.  They  tended  to  view  these  sales  attempts  with  considerable 
skepticism,  as  just  another  way  for  the  sales  outlet  to  make  money  from  them,  and  they 
did  not  like  this  approach.  Not  surprisingly,  this  group  held  relatively  few  service 
contracts.  Of  the  providers  of  these  plans,  they  expressed  little  preference  among  them, 
unlike  the  other  groups. 

Group  participants  in  most  cases  made  the  decisions  about  service  plans 
themselves.  Four  of  them  were  single  or  divorced  and  therefore  have  no  one  readily 
available  to  consult  with  on  decision-making;  of  the  six  married  people,  only  one 
mentioned  consulting  with  his  spouse. 

't.3         Home  Heating  Service  Plan 

As  in  the  chapter  on  Current  Customers  of  the  Home  Heating  Service  Plan,  this 
section  will  address  the  reasons  this  group  had  for  originally  purchasing  their  plan,  their 
memories  and  perceptions  of  the  promotional  material  on  the  plan,  pricing 
considerations,  renewal  considerations  (including  reasons  for  not  renewing),  experience 
using  the  plan,  and  their  reactions  to  possible  new  plan  features. 
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it.3A      Reasons  for  Purchase 

"I  felt  that  when  I  went  from  oil  to  gas  heat,  I  didn't  know  what  could 
happen,  and  I  didn't  want  any  problem  in  mid-winter."  [L] 

As  the  discussion  in  Sections  it. I  and  4.2  above  implies,  the  principal  reason 
people  in  this  group  bought  their  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  was  because  they  had  a 
complex  piece  of  equipment  about  which  they  knew  little.  Unlike  the  High  Penetration 
Current  Customer  group,  the  Former  Customers  did  not  mention  the  essentiality  of 
having  heat  as  a  reason  for  purchasing  the  plan.  In  fact,  they  were  much  more  tolerant 
about  response  time  for  servicing  a  no-heat  call  than  the  Current  Customers,  bearing  out 
their  (the  Former  Customers')  relative  lack  of  concern  with  the  essentialness  of  having 
heat.  Rather,  they  purchased  the  plan  because  of  its  insurance  value  to  them,  insurance 
against  the  unknown  of  a  complex  piece  of  equipment.  None  of  the  Former  Customer 
group  purchased  the  water  heater  option  with  their  plan  —  they  consistently  mentioned 
that  a  water  heater  was  a  simple  piece  of  equipment  with  few  moving  parts  that  would 
be  likely  to  break. 

tt.3.2      Plan  Materials 

"You  have   to  be  very   sophisticated  about  what's  covered,   what's  not 
covered,  and  what's  likely  to  go  and  not  go  and  when."  [L] 

•They  should  have  a  peel-off  sticker  on  what's  not  covered."  [L] 

Although  this  group  remembered  receiving  the  mailed  material  on  the  Home 
Heating  Service  Plan  and  what  it  looked  like  in  general,  they  did  not  have  a  good  idea  of 
the  specifics  of  the  information  contained  in  the  material.  They  perceived  that  the  list 
of  non-covered  items  was  long,  but  they  were  vague  about  what  was  covered  and  what 
was  not  covered.  They  gave  the  general  impression  that  they  were  not  a  reading  group  ~ 
they  scanned  written  material  only  perfunctorily.  At  the  same  time,  they  gave  a  strong 
impression  that  they  were  more  likely  to  register  information  that  was  told  to  them 
orally,  and  they  expressed  a  strong  preference  to  have  information  on  the  plan  provided 
to  them  through  a  telephone  call. 
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The  group  generally  remembered  correctly  the  time  of  year  when  the  plan 
materials  were  mailed  to  them.  They  also  generally  remembered  accurately  —  moreso 
than  any  of  the  other  groups  —  the  price  of  the  Home  Heating  Service  Plan.  It  was  clear 
that  to  this  group  —  like  the  other  Low  Penetration  groups  —  price  was  a  large  part  of 
any  purchase  consideration. 

4.3.3      Pricing  Considerations 

"There  wasn't  that  much  savings  of  a  two  or  three  year  plan  over  a  one 
year  plan."  [L] 

As  we  hypothesized  regarding  other  Low  Penetration  groups,  this  Low 
Penetration  group  came  from  towns  with  a  lower  average  income  level  than  High 
Pentration  towns,  and  so  the  cost  of  an  item  to  them  looms  larger  than  it  might  among 
more  affluent  consumers.  They  remembered  the  price  of  the  HSP  quite  accurately. 
Most  of  them  felt  that  the  price  paid  for  the  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  was  a  fair  one. 
Those  that  used  service  under  the  plan  indicated  that  not  having  to  pay  a  big  service  call 
bill  was  a  definite  plus.  Having  to  pay  for  the  plan  up  front  was  a  deterrent  or  obstacle 
to  many  of  these  people.  As  discussed  below,  for  about  half  of  these  customers,  the 
price  factor  was  a  reason  they  gave  for  not  renewing  the  plan. 

Almost  all  of  the  participants  in  this  group  purchased  the  plan  for  just  one  year. 
Most  did  not  see  that  the  savings  involved  in  the  2  or  3  year  plan  options  were  enough  to 
warrant  laying  out  the  additional  money  at  the  time  of  plan  purchase.  They  almost  all 
expressed  a  desire  to  have  payment  for  the  plan  either  deferred  for  a  few  months  or  to 
pay  for  the  plan  over  a  period  of  a  few  months,  rather  than  the  current  plan's 
requirement  of  paying  in  full  upon  signing  up.  Most  would  be  willing  to  pay  $1  additional 
for  spaced  payment.  Few  of  them  wished  to  see  credit  card  payment  for  the  plan;  they 
expressed  a  concern  that  putting  the  payment  on  a  credit  card  would  entail  finance 
charges  for  them  (perhaps  because  most  in  this  group  do  not  pay  their  credit  card  balance 
in  full  each  billing  period). 
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it.3A      Renewal  Considerations 

They  should  cover  everything  on  that  heater.  They've  got  to  do  it  to  get 
the  people  back."  [L] 

About  half  of  this  group  made  an  active  decision  not  to  renew,  primarily  because 
of  the  cost  of  the  plan  and  their  estimate  of  the  low  probability  that  they  would  need 
service  on  their  heating  equipment.  A  secondary  motivation  for  non-renewal  appeared  to 
be  unhappiness  with  the  service  and  the  exceptions.  The  other  half  simply  passively  let 
the  plan  lapse.  The  impression  this  latter  half  gave  was  that  the  plan  renewal  materials 
simply  did  not  "register"  with  them.  One  participant  suggested  a  subsequent  "open 
enrollment"  period  to  capture  people  who  forgot  to  renew  in  September.  Among  those 
who  actively  did  not  renew,  their  view  was  that  they  had  had  service  under  the  plan  and 
were  therefore  unlikely  to  need  it  again  in  the  future,  or  they  had  replaced  major 
components  of  their  heating  system  and  would  therefore  be  unlikely  to  require  service. 
Underlying  this  line  of  thinking  was  the  implication  that  the  service  plan  had  gotten  them 
through  a  period  of  initial  experience  with  their  complex  heating  equipment  and  now  that 
they  were  more  comfortable  with  it,  they  no  longer  required  the  "security  blanket"  of  the 
plan. 

Interestingly  enough,  by  the  end  of  the  evening's  group  discussion,  a  large 
majority  of  the  focus  group  participants  indicated  that  they  were  likely  to  renew  their 
Home  Heating  Service  Plan  the  next  time  they  received  materials  on  it.  This  indication 
reinforces  the  idea  expressed  above  that  people  in  this  group  take  in  information 
provided  orally  more  than  they  do  written  information. 

None  of  the  Former  Customers  wanted  automatic  renewal.  They  implied  that 
they  preferred  to  have  control  over  the  decision  themselves.  One  participant  was  highly 
vocal  about  automatic  renewal,  having  perceived  her  past  renewal  request  by  Boston  Gas 
as  automatic  renewal,  and  she  gave  this  as  her  principal  reason  for  not  renewing  her  plan 
participation. 

k.3.5      Experience  with  the  Plan 

"1  never  had  any  problem  with  my  Boston  Gas  service  contract."  [L] 

"I  did  have  one  experience  with  Boston  Gas'  service  plan.  Last  winter,  I 
had  no  heat,  and  I  had  an  electrician  come  in  and  a  plumber  come  in,  but 
they  were  unable  to  find  the  problem.    Then  I  called  Boston  Gas  and  they 
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came  right  out  and  fixed  it.   But  then  my  water  heater  gave  out  and  I  had 
to  pay  for  it.   I  guess  I  didn't  read  the  fine  print."  [L] 

Experience  with  the  plan  was  mixed.  Compared  with  the  Current  Customers,  the 
Former  Customers  had  relatively  little  experience  with  service  calls  under  the  plan. 
Some  of  those  who  did  recalled  that  the  HSP  required  them  to  replace  major  components 
of  their  heating  equipment  (and  this  led  them  to  not  renew  the  plan,  since  they  felt  that 
their  new  equipment  would  require  little  service).  Most  were  vague  about  what  was 
covered  —  one  plan  customer  even  called  in  private  contractors  before  calling  Boston 
Gas.  Others  remarked  on  being  suprised  by  the  non-covered  items  under  the  plan  that 
they  had  to  pay  for. 

Many,  however,  felt  that  their  expectations  under  the  plan  were  met.  The 
response  time  was  well  within  their  expectations  (remember,  this  group  was  much  more 
lenient  than  the  Current  Customers  regarding  response  time),  and  the  service  people 
were  courteous. 

Among  the  negative  experiences  with  service  provided  under  the  plan,  a  few 
group  participants  remarked  that  the  service  people  did  not  know  what  was  wrong  with 
the  heating  equipment.  One  was  quite  vocal  that  Boston  Gas  subcontracted  the  service 
and  that  the  subcontracted  service  was  not  to  be  relied  upon. 

'J.3.6      Potential  New  Plan  Features 

"I'd  go  for  adding  the  charges  to  your  gas  bill."  [L] 

As  indicated  in  section  'f.S.S  above,  the  plan  option  of  deferred  payment  was 
well-received  by  this  group,  unlike  the  Current  Customers,  who  did  not  take  to  this 
option.  The  Former  Customers  also  liked  the  idea  of  spreading  out  payments  over 
several  months,  some  even  indicating  that  if  this  option  had  been  available,  they  might 
have  been  more  likely  to  renew.  It  is  interesting  to  note  in  this  connection  that  about 
half  of  the  Former  Customer  participants  have  budget  billing.  Provision  of  heating 
equipment  tune-ups  did  not  appeal  to  this  group;  they  seemed  not  to  see  the  value  of 
tune-ups,  and  almost  none  of  them  would  be  willing  to  pay  extra  for  this  service  addition. 
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Addition  of  gas  cooking  ranges  and  gas  clothes  dryers  to  the  HSP  received  wide 
approval  in  this  group.  They  were  willing  to  pay  $5  to  $10  per  year  additional  for  this 
additional  coverage.  Many  expressed  the  notion  that  a  service  plan  that  covered  all  gas 
appliances  and  equipment  in  a  home  would  appeal  to  them. 
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5.0  IMPLICATIONS  OF  THE  FINDINGS 

The  focus  groups  gave  a  good  and,  we  think,  representative  view  of  how  Boston 
Gas  Company  customers  see  the  Company  and  its  Home  Heating  Service  Plan.  These 
findings  raise  several  issues  to  be  considered  in  the  future  operation  and  marketing  of  the 
Home  Heating  Service  Plan  which  we  discuss  below.  In  our  discussion  in  this  chapter,  we 
place  on  the  table  all  reasonable  ideas  which  emerged  from  the  focus  group  research 
without  regard  to  the  implications  of  cost  or  feasibility  which  these  ideas  may  entail  for 
the  Company.  Only  the  Boston  Gas  Company  can  evaluate  whether  the  ideas  raised  by 
the  focus  groups  are  implementable;  we  feel  that  it  is  better  to  raise  them  all  and  have 
Boston  Gas  evaluate  them  than  to  dismiss  some  that,  on  the  face  of  it,  may  be  expensive 
or  difficult  to  implement. 

5.1  Com[>ciny's  Image  atnd  Service 

With  relatively  few  exceptions,  the  Boston  Gas  Company  is  perceived  as 
trustworthy  and  competent  by  its  customers.  The  service  people  were  invariably 
described  as  courteous.  The  telephone  operators  who  took  service  calls  were  praised  for 
the  care  they  used  to  pinpoint  the  nature  of  the  service  problem,  as  a  result  of  which 
heating  system  repairs  were  often  seen  as  occurring  in  one  service  trip  because  the  parts 
were  readily  available  at  the  time  of  the  service  contact.  All  of  these  positive  elements 
of  the  Company  and  its  service  can  be  capitalized  upon  to  address  customer  and  potential 
customer  concerns  in  promotional  material  disseminated  by  the  Plan. 

In  addition,  the  Company  appears  to  have  available  a  relatively  untapped  source 
for  promotion  of  the  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  in  its  repair  personnel.  Company  repair 
people  can  be  trained  systematically  to  inform  customers  of  the  availability  of  the  HSP 
when  making  a  non-Plan  repair,  and,  equally  important,  the  cost  of  the  Plan.  If  a 
customer  has  had  a  $50  repair  made  to  non-covered  equipment,  they  will  easily  see  that 
the  $31  service  plan  would  have  paid  off.  Even  with  Plan  customers,  repair  people  can  be 
trained  to  provide  information  on  what  the  repair  would  have  cost  the  customer  if  the 
customer  had  not  been  covered;  this  would  serve  to  reinforce  the  cost  savings  of  the  Plan 
(and  thereby  promote  Plan  renewal). 
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5.2  Promotional  Elements 

For  High  Penetration  customers,  the  essentiality  of  heating  in  their  lives  is  very 
salient,  as  is  convenience.  For  Low  Penetration  customers,  the  cost  savings  and  the 
ability  to  avoid  unexpected  large  repair  costs  (the  "insurance"  features  of  the  Plan)  are 
salient  reasons  for  their  Plan  participation.  Promotional  and  advertising  material 
developed  for  the  Plan  can  stress  these  points.  In  connection  with  both  the  essentialness 
of  heating  and  the  cost  of  unexpected  repairs,  the  complexity  of  heating  equipment 
should  be  stressed,  for  who  understands  gas  heating  equipment  better  than  the  gas 
company?  Since  some  customers  think  that  their  heating  equipment  is  covered  by 
manufacturers'  warranties,  the  Plan  promotional  material  can  explicitly  indicate  that  for 
many  customers  (e.g.,  those  with  older  equipment),  manfacturers'  warranties  no  longer 
apply,  and  the  customers  may  be  in  for  large  unexpected  repair  bills. 

Other  important  points  raised  in  the  focus  groups  that  should  be  stressed  or 
receive  greater  stress  in  Plan  promotional  material  are  the  dependability  of  Boston  Gas 
Company  (particularly  in  comparison  with  other  service  providers),  the  one-call  nature  of 
service  requests,  2'f-hour  service  availability  (especially  in  conjunction  with  the  essential 
nature  of  home  heating),  and  the  courtesy  of  repair  personnel. 

The  Plan  material  that  indicated  by  color  which  components  of  the  customer's 
space  heating  and  water  heating  equipment  were  covered  by  the  Plan  and  which  were  not 
was  the  most  widely  remembered  mailed  material.  It  was  also  widely  commented  that 
this  delineation  was  appreciated.  This  approach  to  the  plan  printed  materials  thus  seems 
to  have  considerable  value,  although  it  must  be  balanced  by  its  potential  of  turning  away 
customers  who  might  perceive  it  as  embodying  too  many  exceptions. 

5.3  Promotional  Media 

The  nature  of  the  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  is  such  that  direct  mail  has  been 
considered  the  advertising  medium  of  choice.  We  believe  that  it  should  remain  so,  given 
its  relatively  low  cost  and  its  ability  to  reach  only  potential  Plan  buyers  —  Boston  Gas 
customers  —  but  we  also  believe  that  consideration  should  be  given  to  supplementing  it 
with  mass  media  promotion.  High  Penetration  customers  seem  to  take  in  Plan 
information  visually,  but  Low  Penetration  customers  appear  to  be  more  oriented  toward 
intake  of  orally-provided  information.  This  suggests  that  radio  commercials  around  the 
time  of  Plan  enrollment  would  be  an  effective  way  to  advertise  the  HSP  to  Low 
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Penetration  customers.  This  can  be  done  cost-effectively  by  selecting  the  radio  outlets 
that  cater  to  the  demographics  of  the  Low  Penetration  (i.e.,  lower  income)  customer. 
Radio  (and  even  some  television)  commercials  also  have  an  additional  benefit:  they 
provide  a  "background"  of  acceptability  of  the  Plan  that  helps  set  the  stage  for  the 
mailed  material  when  it  arrives  by  implying  that  "the  masses"  are  buying  the  Plan,  so  the 
individual  customer  opening  his  mail  should  go  along  with  the  crowd. 

With  regard  to  the  mailed  materials,  the  two-segment  nature  of  the  Plan  market 
(i.e.,  High  and  Low  Penetration  demographics)  suggests  that  different  materials  should  be 
prepared  for  mailing  to  customers  in  High  and  Low  Penetration  towns.  The  former 
should  stress  the  essentialness  of  heating,  the  complexity  of  heating  equipment,  and  the 
rapid  response  of  the  Boston  Gas  Company  in  attending  to  heating  problems.  The  latter 
should  stress  the  avoidance  of  unexpected  repair  expenses  when  covered  by  the  HSP. 

The  mailed  material  should  continue  to  be  sent  in  plain  Boston  Gas  envelopes,  as 
customers  stressed  that  mail  that  resembled  a  bill  was  attended  to  faster  and  more 
seriously  than  mail  that  looked  like  "junk  mail."  Additional  messages  about  the  Plan  on 
the  Company's  bill  itself  would,  for  the  same  reason,  receive  attention.  Consideration 
should  be  given  to  inclusion  of  a  sticker  to  be  placed  on  heating  equipment  which  briefly 
describes  the  Plan  coverage  or  at  least  the  telephone  number  to  call  for  Plan  service. 
This  would  serve  not  only  to  encourage  renewals  for  current  customers,  but  also  to 
introduce  the  Plan  to  new  homeowners  in  the  event  that  the  current  customers  sell  their 
home. 

Because  of  the  way  that  Low  Penetration  customers  take  in  and  process 
information,  we  also  think  that  it  would  be  valuable  to  provide  them,  especially,  with  an 
"oral"  source  of  Plan  information.  This  could  take  the  form  of  providing  them,  in  the 
mailed  Plan  promotional  material,  a  telephone  number  to  call  if  they  had  any  questions 
or  concerns  about  the  Plan. 

Likewise,  when  it  comes  time  for  Plan  renewal,  we  also  think  it  might  be 
worthwhile  to  telephone  Plan  customers  in  Low  Penetration  towns  to  remind  them  that 
renewal  time  is  upon  them,  since  most  non-renewal  among  Low  Penetration  customers 
was  inadvertent.  Also  effective  in  converting  more  of  the  non-renewals  would  be  an 
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"open  enrollment"  period  after  the  initial  plan  subscription  period  in  September,  provid- 
ing those  customers  who  passively  let  their  Plan  lapse  the  opportunity  to  remedy  their 
oversight.  The  best  period  to  do  this  would  be  in  early  January,  after  the  heating  season 
is  well  underway  and  customers  have  had  more  immediate  experience  with  both  the 
weather  and  their  heating  systems  and  after  the  activities  of  the  Christmas  holiday 
season  are  past. 

5A         Plan  Pricing 

The  Plan  is  perceived  to  be  a  good  value,  fairly  priced.  Price,  per  se,  does  not 
even  appear  to  be  an  impediment  to  signing  up  for  the  Plan  among  non-customers.  Based 
upon  the  focus  group  results,  the  Company  could  conceivably  charge  up  to  $10  more  for 
the  Plan  without  seriously  impacting  its  market  acceptance  (although  we  would  not 
recommend  this  action  without  more  intensive  study). 

Most  participants  felt  that  the  cost  reductions  currently  offered  for  two  and 
three  year  enrollment  are  not  enough  to  be  attractive.  The  Company  would  have  to 
make  the  price  reduction  greater  to  attract  more  multi-year  customers.  In  Section  5.5 
below,  we  suggest  an  alternative  promotional  device  to  encourage  multiple-year  signups. 

Although  Current  Plan  Customers  expressed  absolutely  no  interest  or  support  for 
deferred  or  spaced  payment,  others  did.  We  think  that  the  Plan  may  generate  greater 
acceptance  —  especially  among  customers  with  lower  income  ~  were  the  following 
options  to  be  offered: 

•  Deferred  payment  —  Payment  several  months  after  plan  enrollment; 

•  Spaced  payment  —  Division  of  the  Plan's  cost  into  several  monthly 
installments,  to  be  paid  out  over  a  several  month  period.  If  the 
installments  could  be  added  to  the  customer's  gas  bill,  there  would 
likely  be  even  greater  acceptance  of  this  option.  Customers  were 
even  willing  to  pay  $1  extra  for  this  payment  plan. 

Introductory  specials  or  discounts  might  also  help  to  stimulate  first-time 
enrollment,  especially  among  Low  Penetration  customers.  Free  Plan  coverage  for  three 
months  or  a  "dollars  off"  coupon  included  in  mailings  to  non-customers  could  be  an 
attractive  inducement  to  non-customers. 
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Interestingly,  while  Boston  Gas  offers  credit  card  payment  as  an  option,  we  found 
virtually  no  interest  in  this  payment  method  among  our  various  focus  groups.  If  the 
administrative  costs  of  this  form  of  payment  are  at  a  high  enough  level,  the  Company 
could  conceivably  consider  dropping  credit  card  payment  as  an  option  without  loss  of 
customers. 

5.5         Plan  Options 

Several  plan  embellishments  and  options  were  explored  in  the  focus  groups. 
Although  not  universally  attractive  among  our  focus  group  participants,  there  was  some 
interest  in  coverage  of  additional  gas  appliances  in  the  HSP.  Similarly,  there  was  mixed 
reaction  to  addition  of  a  heating  equipment  tune-up  option.  Some  participants  felt  that 
it  was  not  necessary  to  tune-up  equipment  annually,  while  others  expressed  an  interest  in 
paying  up  to  $10  additional  to  have  such  a  service  included  in  the  HSP.  Given  that  annual 
heating  equipment  tuneups  are  not  really  needed,  and  given  that  delivery  of  such  a 
service  annually  would  most  likely  cost  the  Company  more  than  the  $10  of  price  addition 
that  would  be  acceptable,  we  do  not  feel  that  an  annual  tuneup  option  is  worthwhile.  We 
do  suggest,  however,  that  the  Company  consider  adding  as  a  marketing  device  a  tuneup 
every  three  years  for  those  customers  who  enroll  in  the  three-year  option  only.  This  may 
well  attract  the  longer-term  customer  better  than  the  relatively  minimal  price  reduction 
that  is  currently  offered  for  three-year  enrollment. 

The  current  water  heater  option  presents  problems,  we  feel,  for  the  HSP.  On  the 
one  hand,  it  is  an  additional  piece  of  equipment  that  presents  servicing  opportunities. 
Many  consumers,  however  ~  whether  Plan  customers  or  not  ~  perceive  that  a  water 
heater  is  already  covered  for  a  certain  period  of  time  under  the  manufacturer's  warranty, 
and  that,  further,  the  major  problem  that  occurs  with  a  water  heater  is  that  the  tank 
corrodes  and  develops  leaks,  a  problem  that  is  excluded  from  HSP  coverage.  This  latter 
is  perceived  as  a  rather  large  exception  which,  we  suspect,  for  some  customers  comes  as 
an  unpleasant  surprise.  We  therefore  suggest  that  Boston  Gas  do  further  analyses  of  its 
water  heater  coverage  to  see  if  it  is  cost-beneficial  and,  if  it  is  not  highly  cost- 
beneficial,  that  it  consider  dropping  this  coverage  option  as  being  more  problematical 
than  it  is  worth. 
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APPENDIX  A 
Recruiting  Screening  Interview 


ABT  ASSOCIATES  WED 

55  Wheeler  Street  WED 

Cambridge,  MA  02138  MON 

617/492-7100  MON 

PRO J  #BG-HSP  TUE 

G.03/BGHSP.SCR  TUE 
2/9/88 


2/24  6:00-  8:00  PM  PRESENT  CUST  HIGH  #1 

2/24  8:00-10:00  PM  PRESENT  CUST  LOW  #2 

2/29  6:00-  8:00  PM  PAST  CUST  HIGH  #3 

2/29  8:00-10:00  PM  PAST  CUST  LOW  #4 

3/1  6:00-  8:00  PM  NON-CUST  HIGH  #5 

3/1  8:00-10:00  PM  NON-CUST  LOW  #6 


SCREENER  FOR  HOME  HEATING  SERVICE  PLAN  FOCUS  GROUPS 


NAME: 


ADDRESS : 
CITY: 


STATE ; 


ZIP; 


PHONE  DAY; 


EVENING: 


RECRUITER: 


DATE; 


[ASK  TO  SPEAK  TO  NAME  ON  LIST.  CONFIRM.] 


Hello,  my  name  is 


and  I'm  calling  from 


national  market  research  firm.  We  are  conducting  a  study  on  home 
appliances  and  service  plans  and  are  speaking  to  people  who  live 
in  your  area.  I'd  like  to  ask  you  a  few  questions  that  will  only 
take  a  few  minutes  of  your  time.  (IP  NECESSARY:  Let  me  assure 
you  that  there  will  be  no  sales  effort  involved  in  this  brief 
interview. ) 

1.  Before  we  begin,  do  you  or  does  any  member  of  your  immediate 
family  work  in  advertising,  marketing,  marketing  research, 
consulting,  utilities,  or  fuel  oil  distribution? 


YES 
NO.  . 


liJ 

2 


TALLY  BELOW  &  TERMINATE 
CONTINUE  WITH  Q  2 


SECURITY:  INDUSTRY 


1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20 
21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40 


2.    What  kind  of  residence  do  you  (or  your  family)  currently 
live  in?  [READ] 


SINGLE  FAMILY  HOME.. 
2  TO  4  UNIT  BUILDING 
5  OR  6  UNIT  BUILDING 
OVER  6  UNIT  BUILDING 
CONDOMINIUM  UNIT 


CONTINUE  WITH  Q  3 
TALLY  BELOW  &  TERMINATE 


RESIDENCE 


1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20 
21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40 


Is  your  household  responsible  for  the  maintenance  and  repair 
of  your  residence  and  its  equipment,  such  as  the  plumbing 
and  heating? 


YES 
NO.  . 


1 


CONTINUE  WITH  Q  4 
TALLY  BELOW  &  TERMINATE 


NOT  RESPONSIBLE  FOR  HEATING  REPAIRS 


1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20 
21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40 


Do  you  (or 
residence? 


your  family)  currently  own  or  rent  your 


OWN 1 

RENT 2 

OTHER 3 


CHECK  QUOTA 
CONTINUE  WITH  Q  5 


Are  you  the  person  in  your  household  who  makes  decisions 
concerning  service  plan  purchases?  By  service  plan,  I  mean 
such  things  as  appliance  service  plans  or  extended  warranty 
plans  for  appliances  or  equipment,  in  other  words,  something 
that  covers  repairs  to  household  appliances  or  equipment. 


YES, 


NO, 


1  CONTINUE   WITH   Q    6 

2  ASK     TO     SPEAK     WITH     THAT     PERSON. 

REINTRODUCE   AND   BEGIN   WITH   Q    5. 

Have    you    ever    signed    up    for    any    service    plans    from    any    of 
the    following   companies? 

YES      NO 


SEARS 1  2 

BOSTON   GAS 1  2 

LECHMERE 1  2 

BOSTON   EDISON. .  1  2 


SEE    INSTRUCTIONS 


[INSTRUCTIONS:      IF     BOSTON     GAS 
IF   BOSTON   GAS   =    2, 


=     1,      CONTINUE    WITH    Q     7 
SKIP    TO    Q    10    and    COUNT    AS 
NON-CUSTOMER;        IF 
RECRUITING   FROM   CUSTOMER 
OR    PAST    CUSTOMER    LIST, 
TERMINATE . ] 


7.  Are  you  currently  signed  up  for  any  service  plans  from  any 
of  the  following  companies?  [READ] 

YES   NO 

SEARS 1  2 

BOSTON  GAS 1  2     SEE  INSTRUCTIONS 

LECHMERE 1  2 

BOSTON  EDISON. .  1  2 

[INSTRUCTIONS:  IF  BOSTON  GAS  =  1,     SKIP  TO  Q  9  and  COUNT  AS 

CURRENT  CUSTOMER;  IF 
RECRUITING  FROM  PAST 
CUSTOMER  OR  NON-CUSTOMER 
LIST,  TERMINATE. 
IF  BOSTON  GAS  =  2,    CONTINUE  WITH  Q  8] 

8.  Were  you  signed  up  for  any  service  plans  from  any  of  the 
following  companies  within  the  past  year? 

YES   NO 

SEARS 1  2 

BOSTON  GAS 1  2     SEE  INSTRUCTIONS 

LECHMERE 1  2 

BOSTON  EDISON. .  1  2 

[INSTRUCTIONS:   IF  BOSTON  GAS  =  1,  CONTINUE  WITH  Q  9  and 

COUNT  AS  PREVIOUS 
CUSTOMER;  IF  RECRUITING 
FROM  CURRENT  OR  NON- 
CUSTOMER  LIST,  TERMINATE.] 
IF  BOSTON  GAS  =  2,    TALLY  BELOW  &  TERMINATE] 

PREVIOUS  CUSTOMER  GREATER  THAN  ONE  YEAR 


1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20 
21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40 


9.    Are  you  the  individual  who  signed  up  for  the  service  plan? 

YES 1      CONTINUE  WITH  Q  10 

NO 2      ASK  TO  SPEAK  WITH  THAT  PERSON. 

REINTRODUCE  AND  BEGIN  WITH  Q  9. 


4 

10.  What  is  your  marital  status?  [READ] 

MARRIED 1 

SINGLE 2 

SEPARATED 3  }         CONTINUE  WITH  Q  11 

DIVORCED 4 

WIDOWED 5 

11.  Please  tell  me  which  category  includes  your  age?  [READ] 

UNDER  18 ITj       TALLY  BELOW  &  TERMINATE 

18  -  34 2") 

35  -  49 3(       CONTINUE  WITH  Q  12 

50  -  64 Af 

OVER  65 5J 

12.  Which  category  includes  your  total  household  income  for 
1987?  [READ] 

LESS  THAN  $15  ,  000 l" 

EQUAL  TO  OR  MORE  THAN  $15,000  BUT 
LESS  THAN  $25,000 2 

EQUAL  TO  OR  MORE  THAN  $25,000  BUT       \  CONTINUE  WITH 
LESS  THAN  $35,000 3  /^  Q  13 

BETWEEN  $35,000  AND  $50,00 4 

OVER  $50,000 5_ 

13.  [RECORD  SEX  BELOW] 

MALE 1 

FEMALE 2 

14.  Have  you  participated  in  an  informal  focus  group  discussion 
about  a  product  or  service  within  the  past  6  months,  either 
at  our  office  or  someplace  else? 

YES ITj  TALLY  BELOW  &  TERMINATE . 

NO 2   CONTINUE  WITH  Q  15 

PAST  PARTICIPATION 


1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20 
21  22  23  24  25  25  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40 


15.  As  I  mentioned  at  the  start,  we  are  conducting  a  study  on 
home  appliances  and  service  plans.  As  part  of  this  study,  we 
are  inviting  a  select  number  of  people  like  yourself  to 
participate  in  a  group  discussion  about  this  subject.  We 
frequently  invite  people  to  discussions  like  this  so  we  can 
understand  attitudes  and  opinions  about  a  topic.  We  find 
these  sessions  are  not  only  helpful  to  us,  but  are 
interesting  and  informative  for  the  people  who  participate. 

To  thank  participants  in  the  discussion  group,  each  will 
receive  a  cash  gift  of  $30. 


The  group  discussion  is  being  held  on  . 

discussion  last  2  hours.  It  is  being  scheduled  from  

to  .  A  light  supper/ refreshments  will  be  served. 


The 


Would  you  be  interested  in  participating? 

YES 1   BOOK  INTERVIEW/GIVE  DIRECTION 


NO. 


QUALIFIED  BUT  REFUSED 


•Q 


TALLY  BELOW  &  TERMINATE. 


1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20 
21  22  23  24  25  25  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39 


APPENDIX  B 
Focus  Group  Moderator's  Guides 


HOME  HEATING  SERVICE  PLAN  CURRENT  CUSTOMERS  FOCUS  GROUPS 


MODERATOR'S  GUIDE 

(NOTE:  THIS  GUIDE  IS  INTENDED  TO  SUGGEST  A 
LOGIC  TO  THE  DISCUSSION  ORDER,  AS  WELL  AS  TO 
IDENTIFY  KEY  AREAS  OF  CONCERN.  PRIORITIES 
SET  BY  THE  GROUP,  HOWEVER,  WILL  LIKELY  CAUSE 
VARIATIONS  AGAINST  THIS  GUIDE.) 


I.    INTRODUCTION  (10  minutes) 

A.  Moderator's  Introduction 

1.  General  Nature  and  Purpose  of  a  Focus  Group 

2.  Role  of  the  Moderator 

My  role  as  the  moderator  is  generally  to  direct 
the  content  and  flow  of  the  discussion  and  to 
make  sure  that  it  is  on  the  right  track.  I  am  not 
looking  for  any  right  or  wrong  answers,  so  feel 
free  to  offer  both  positive  and  negative 
viewpoints. 

B.  Specific  Purpose  (Objectives)  of  This  Focus  Group 

The  organization  that  is  sponsoring  this  Focus  Group 
is  interested  in  gaining  a  better  understanding  of 
homeowners'  perceptions  of  and  experiences  with 
service  -  contracts  on  home  appliances  and  equipment.  It 
was  decided  that  a  small,  informal  discussion  among 
homeowners  like  yourselves  would  be  an  excellent 
starting  point. 

We  will  be  talking  tonight  about  a  number  of  topics 
including  your  perceptions  of  service  contracts,  your 
decision  to  purchase  a  service  contract,  and  your 
experiences,  if  any,  with  service  plans. 

C.  GROUND  RULES 

1.  This  session  is  being  audiotaped  and  videotaped. 
This  taping  allows  me,  as  the  moderator,  to  focus 
on  the  participants  rather  than  trying  to  jot  down 
specific  details  about  the  discussion.  The  tapes 
will  be  used  by  Abt  Associates  staff  to  prepare  a 
report  for  our  client.  Our  report  will  not  make 
references  to  any  one  of  you  by  name.  By  assuring 
your  anonymity,  I  hope  you  will  speak  openly  and 
candidly  about  tonight's  topic. 


2.  The  mirror  that  you  see  is  a  one-way  mirror. 
There  is  a  colleague  of  mine  from  Abt  Associates 
behind  the  mirror  who  will  be  viewing  the 
session.  There  are  also  a  few  representatives 
from  the  organization  sponsoring  this  focus 
group.  They  welcome  your  candid  and  open 
responses. 

3.  For  the  comfort  of  the  group,  please  do  not  smoke. 

4.  Please  speak  in  a  voice  as  loud  as  mine,  so  that 
it  can  be  picked  up  by  the  microphone. 

5.  We  encourage  you  to  share  your  opinions  with  the 
group,  but  please  avoid  side  conversations  while 
other  participants  are  speaking. 

D.    SELF- INTRODUCTIONS 

I'd  like  to  start  by  having  us  get  to  know  a  little 
bit  about  each  other.  Would  each  of  you  please  give 
your  first  name,  your  marital  status,  where  you  live 
and  what  kind  of  residence  you  live  in,  whether  you 
own  or  rent  your  residence,  and  from  which,  if  any, 
companies  you  have  purchased  service  plans.  By  service 
plan  I  mean  such  things  as  appliance  service  plans  or 
extended  warranty  plans  for  appliances  or  equipment  — 
in  other  words,  something  that  covers  repairs  to 
household  appliances  or  equipment. 

II.   GENERAL  PERCEPTION  OF  SERVICE  CONTRACTS  (25  minutes) 

A  number  of  you  mentioned  presently  having  or  having 
purchased  service  contracts  in  the  past.  I  would  like  to 
begin  the  discussion  with  a  question  about  your  general 
perceptions  of  home  appliance  and  equipment  service  plans 
and  contracts. 

1.  If  one  of  your  neighbors  were  to  ask  your  opinion  on 
home  appliance  service  contracts,  which  one  or  ones 
would  you  recommend?  For  what  appliances?  From  which 
companies?  Why?  (Make  sure  to  clearly  differentiate  and 
obtain  full  information  on  gas  appliance  and  home 
heating  service  plans.) 

PROBES 

o  How  are  service  plans/contracts  perceived  (e.g.,  as 
insurance?  maintenance?  what  are  the  positives? 
negatives?) 


How  do  you  find  out  about  appliance  or  equipment 
service  plans/contracts  (e.g.,  direct  mail,  print 
media — magazine/newspaper  ads  or  articles,  TV  or  radio 
ads/reports,  in-store  advertising/salespeople,  product 
circulars  or  inserts,  word-of -mouth,  etc.)  Does  this 
differ  by  type  of  appliance? 

How  are  service  plans  evaluated?  What  are  the  most 
important  factors  looked  at?  Least  important? 

*  Appliance  Issues 

Age  of  equipment 

-  Perceived  complexity  of  appliance 
Perceived  reliability  of  appliance 

-  Nature     of     breakdown      (emergency     vs. 
inconvenience ) 

*  Supplier  Issues 

Reputation    of    company    offering    service 

contract 

Response  time  to  service  calls 

Knowing  who  or  where  to  get  appliance  fixed 

*  Price  Issues 

-  Price  of  contract  vs.  value  of  appliance 

Who  in  your  household  makes  decisions  to  purchase 
service  contracts?  Does  it  differ  by  appliance? 


III.  PERCEPTIONS  OF  AND  EXPERIENCES  WITH  HOME  HEATING  SERVICE 
PLAN  CONTRACTS  (15  minutes) 

A  number  of  you  have  mentioned  service  plans  for  gas 
appliances  and/or  home  heating  systems.  I  would  like  to 
hear  more  eOaout  the  heating  systems  you  currently  have. 

1.  What  kinds  of  heating  equipment  do  you  currently  have? 
How  old  is  it?  How  long  do  you  think  it  will  last? 

2.  What  kinds  of  problems  have  you  experienced?  Who  have 
you  called?  Why? 

3.  How  much  have  these  repairs  cost  you? 
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IV.   PERCEPTIONS  AND  EXPERIENCES  WITH  BOSTON  GAS  HOME  HEATING 
SERVICE  PLAN  (45  minutes) 

Now  I  would  like  to  talk  specifically  about  one  program  you 
have  mentioned,  the  Boston  Gas  Home  Heating  Service  Plan. 

Purchase  Process 

1.  Who  in  your  household  made  the  decision  the  purchase 
the  Plan  (what  was  the  process)?  Was  this  the  person 
who  opens  the  mail? 

2.  Renewal  process:  Did  you  (or  will  you)  make  a  conscious 
decision  to  renew  the  Plan  or  was  (will)  renewal  be 
automatic  in  your  mind? 

Reasons  for  Purchase 

1.  Why  did  you  buy  the  Plan?  What  was  the  most  important 
aspect? 

2.  PROBE:  What  do  you  think  you  bought? 

Seciarity 
Protection 
Freedom  from  worry 
Convenience 

3.  How  important  were  the  following  features  in  your 
,  decision  to  purchase  the  Plan? 

24  hour  coverage  (call  at  any  hour) 
Cost  (low) 
-    Coverage  of  service  costs 
Coverage  of  most  parts 

Pricing/Payment  Plans 

1.  Do  you  pay  a  fair  price  for  your  Plan?  At  what  price 
would  you  consider  dropping  the  Plan? 

2.  How  did  you  pay  for  your  Plan  (e.g.,  cash  up  front  or 
credit  card) ?  Why? 

3.  What  do  you  think  about  the  multiple  year  option  plan? 

4.  Why  did  you  choose  the  length  of  plan  you  did?  Was 
payment  in  advance  a  deterrent  to  signing  up  for  the 
two  or  three  year  plan? 

5.  Would  a  discount  on  the  two  and  three  year  plans  be 
appealing?  How  much  would  that  discount  have  to  be  to 
convince  you  to  sign  up  for  the  two  or  three  year  plan? 


Experience/Satisfaction  with  Plan 

1.  How  long  have  you  had  the  Heating  Service  Plan? 

2 .  Have  you  ever  used  it?  For  what  services? 

3.  How  satisfied  have  you  been  with  Boston  Gas'  response 
to  requests  for  service  under  the  HSP?  Why  do  you  say 
that? 

4.  Overall,  how  satisfied  have  you  been  with  the  Plan? 
Why  do  you  say  that? 

5.  Do  you  feel  like  Plan  customers  get  preference  over 
non-Plan  customers  when  it  comes  to  servicing  by 
Boston  Gas?  What  makes  you  say  that? 

Awareness  of  Plan 

1.  How  did  you  find  out  about  the  Plan?  (e.g.,  TV,  direct 
mail,  word-of -mouth--neighbor,  etc.)  What  do  you 
remember  you  were  told/saw/read? 

2 .  What  do  you  remember  about  the  offer/premiums/coverage? 

3.  Do  you  think  the  mailings  are  a  good  way  to  inform 
people  about  the  home  heating  service  plan?  Why/why 
not?  What  would  be  a  better  way?  What  do  you  think 
about  the  mailing  versus  other  types  of  advertisements 
you  mentioned?  What  do  you  think  about  direct  mail  in 
general?  Being  done  by  a  utility  company? 

V.    REACTIONS  TO  NEW  FEATURES  (10  minutes) 

1.  What  is  your  reaction  to  the  following  features  of  the 
HSP  that  Boston  Gas  is  considering? 

Payment  option  of  sign  up  now  and  pay  later  (pay 
when? ) 

Add  the  charge  to  the  gas  account  and  spread  the 
payments  out  (how  many  payments  are  desired) 

Charge  the  cost  of  the  Plan  to  your  credit  card 
(which  one) 

Automatic  renewals 

perceived  to  be  locked  in  (sign  up  for  life) 
convenience 


Heating  equipment  tune-ups  as  part  of  the  Plan. 
Would  you  be  interested  in  a  Plan  with  a  tune-up 
if  it  cost  more?  How  much  more  would  you  be 
willing  to  pay? 

Water  heater  coverage.  Does  anybody  presently 
have  water  heater  coverage?  Why  did  you  sign  up 
for  water  heater  coverage?  Does  anybody  presently 
not  have  water  heater  coverage?  Why  did  you  not 
sign  up  for  water  heater  coverage? 

VI.  IOQ3  (5  minutes) 

Distribute,  have  participants  complete,  and  collect  lOQs. 

VII.  WRAP-UP  (10  minutes) 

I  would  just  like  to  ask  you  a  few  questions  about  your 
perceptions  of  Boston  Gas. 

How  is  their  response  time  on  their  service  calls  in 
general?  What  is  an  appropriate  response  time  (e.g.,  2-3 
hours,  same  day)?  On  HSP  covered  equipment?  Does  the 
response  time  differ  by  appliance  (e.g,  heating,  range, 
dryer)?  How  does  this  compare  to  the  response  time  of  other 
service  companies? 

Do  you  read  the  mailings  (other  than  bills)  received  from 
Boston  Gas?  How  closely?  What  about  the  bill  inserts? 

Any  other  comments  about  the  Heating  Service  Plan? 

Who  would  you  call  if  you  have  a  problem  with  your  qas 
range?  clothes  dryer?  water  heater? 
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HOME  HEATING  SERVICE  PLAN  NON-CUSTOMERS  FOCUS  GROUPS 


MODERATOR'S  GUIDE 

(NOTE:  THIS  GUIDE  IS  INTENDED  TO  SUGGEST  A 
LOGIC  TO  THE  DISCUSSION  ORDER,  AS  WELL  AS  TO 
IDENTIFY  KEY  AREAS  OF  CONCERN.  PRIORITIES 
SET  BY  THE  GROUP,  HOWEVER,  WILL  LIKELY  CAUSE 
VARIATIONS  AGAINST  THIS  GUIDE.) 

I.   INTRODUCTION  (10  minutes) 

A.  Moderator's  Introduction 

1.  General  Nature  and  Purpose  of  a  Focus  Group 

2.  Role  of  the  Moderator 

My  role  as  the  moderator  is  generally  to  direct 
the  content  and  flow  of  the  discussion  and  to 
make  sure  that  it  is  on  the  right  track.  I  am  not 
looking  for  any  right  or  wrong  answers,  so  feel 
free  to  offer  both  positive  and  negative 
viewpoints. 

B.  Specific  Purpose  (Objectives)  of  This  Focus  Group 

The  organization  that  is  sponsoring  this  Focus  Group 
is  interested  in  gaining  a  better  understanding  of 
homeowners'  perceptions  of  and  experiences  with 
service  contracts  on  home  appliances  and  equipment.  It 
was  decided  that  a  small,  informal  discussion  among 
homeowners  like  yourselves  would  be  an  excellent 
starting  point. 

We  will  be  talking  tonight  about  a  number  of  topics 
including  your  perceptions  of  service  contracts,  your 
decision  about  purchasing  a  service  contract,  and  your 
experiences,  if  any,  with  service  plans. 

C.  GROUND  RULES 

1.  This  session  is  being  audiotaped  and  videotaped. 
This  taping  allows  me,  as  the  moderator,  to  focus 
on  the  participants  rather  than  trying  to  jot  down 
specific  details  about  the  discussion.  The  tapes 
will  be  used  by  Abt  Associates  staff  to  prepare  a 
report  for  our  client.  Our  report  will  not  make 
references  to  any  one  of  you  by  name.  By  assuring 
your  anonymity,  I  hope  you  will  speak  openly  and 
candidly  about  tonight's  topic. 


2.  The  mirror  that  you  see  is  a  one-way  mirror. 
There  is  a  colleague  of  mine  from  Abt  Associates 
behind  the  mirror  who  will  be  viewing  the 
session.  There  are  also  a  few  representatives 
from  the  organization  sponsoring  this  focus 
group.  They  welcome  your  candid  and  open 
responses. 

3.  For  the  comfort  of  the  group,  please  do  not  smoke. 

4.  Please  speak  in  a  voice  as  loud  as  mine,  so  that 
it  can  be  picked  up  by  the  microphone. 

5 .  We  encourage  you  to  share  your  opinions  with  the 
group,  but  please  avoid  side  conversations  while 
other  participants  are  speaking. 

D.    SELF- INTRODUCTIONS 

I'd  like  to  start  by  having  us  get  to  know  a  little 
bit  about  each  other.  Would  each  of  you  please  give 
your  first  name,  your  marital  status,  where  you  live 
and  what  kind  of  residence  you  live  in,  whether  you 
own  or  rent  your  residence,  and  from  which,  if  any, 
companies  you  have  purchased  service  plans.  By  service 
plan  I  mean  such  things  as  appliance  service  plans  or 
extended  warranty  plans  for  appliances  or  equipment  — 
in  other  words,  something  that  covers  repairs  to 
household  appliances  or  equipment. 

II.   GENERAL  PERCEPTION  OF  SERVICE  CONTRACTS  (15  minutes) 

Some  of  you  mentioned  presently  having  or  having  purchased 
service  contracts  in  the  past.  I  would  like  to  begin  the 
discussion  with  a  question  about  your  general  perceptions  of 
home  appliance  service  plans  and  contracts. 

1.  If  one  of  your  neighbors  were  to  ask  your  opinion  on 
home  appliance  service  contracts,  which  one  or  ones 
would  you  recommend?  For  what  appliances?  From  which 
companies?  Why?  (Make  sure  to  clearly  differentiate  and 
obtain  full  information  on  gas  appliance  and  home 
heating  service  plans.) 


PROBES 


How  are  service  plans/contracts  perceived  (e.g.,  as 
insurance?  maintenance?  what  are  the  positives? 
negatives?) 


o  How  do  you  find  out  about  appliance  or  equipment 
service  plans/contracts  (e.g.,  direct  mail,  print 
media — magazine/newspaper  ads  or  articles,  TV  or  radio 
ads/reports,  in-store  advertising/salespeople,  product 
circulars  or  inserts,  word-of -mouth,  etc.)  Does  this 
differ  by  type  of  appliance? 

o  How  are  service  plans  evaluated?  What  are  the  most 
important  factors  looked  at?  Least  important? 

*  Appliance  Issues 

Age  of  equipment 

Perceived  complexity  of  appliance 

Perceived  reliability  of  appliance 

Nature  of  breakdown   (emergency  vs. 

inconvenience) 

*  Supplier  Issues 

Reputation    of    company    offering    service 
contract 
-  Response  time  to  service  calls 

Knowing  who  or  where  to  get  appliance  fixed 

*  Price  Issues 

Price  of  contract  vs.  value  of  appliance 

o  Who  in  your  household  makes  decisions  to  purchase 
service  contracts?  Does  it  differ  by  appliance? 

III.  PERCEPTIONS  OF  AND  EXPERIENCES  WITH  HOME  HEATING  SERVICE 
PLAN  CONTRACTS  (15  minutes) 

None/a  few  of  you  have  mentioned  service  plans  for  gas 
home  heating  systems.  I  would  like  to  hear  more  about  the 
heating  systems  you  currently  have. 

1.  What  kinds  of  heating  equipment  do  you  currently  have? 
How  old  is  it?  How  long  do  you  think  it  will  last? 

2.  Have  you  experienced  any  problems  with  your  heating 
equipment?  What  kinds  of  problems?  Who  have  you  called? 
Why? 

3.  How  much  have  these  repairs  cost  you?  (If  no  repairs, 
how  much  do  you  think  a  typical  heating  system  or 
appliance  repair  costs?) 


4.  Do  any  of  you  know  if  Boston  Gas  repairs  (if  not 
mentioned)  heating  systems?  gas  appliances? 

IV.   PERCEPTIONS  AND  EXPERIENCES  WITH  BOSTON  GAS  HOME  HEATING 
SERVICE  PLAN  (55  minutes) 

Now  I  would  like  to  talk  specifically  about  one  program,  the 
Boston  Gas  Home  Heating  Service  Plan. 

Awareness  of  Plan 

1.  If  I  were  to  tell  you  that  Boston  Gas  offers  a  home 
heating  service  plan  to  its  customers,  who  would  that 
be  news  to?  If  none,  how  do  you  know  about  the  Plan? 
(e.g.,  TV,  direct  mail,  word-of-mouth — neighbor, 
etc.)  What  do  you  remember  you  were  told/saw/ read? 

2.  Do  you  remember  when  (what  time  of  year)  were  you 
solicited  (received  the  mailings)?  What  would  be  the 
best  time  of  year  to  be  solicited? 

3.  What  do  you  remember  about  the  offer/premiums/coverage? 
Purchase  Process 

1.  Did  you  actively  decide  not  to  purchase  the  Boston  Gas 
HSP,  or  was  it  more  a  matter  of  passively  doing 
nothing  about  it?  How  seriously  did  you  consider  the 
HSP  information? 

2.  Who  in  your  household  made  the  decision  not  to  purchase 
the  Plan  (what  was  the  process)?  Was  this  the  person 
who  opens  the  mail? 

3.  Why  did  you  decide  not  to  buy  the  Plan? 

Unaware 

No  need 

Cost  (was  payment  up  front  a  deterrent) 

Apathy 

Not  like  Boston  Gas  service 

Not  like  service  contracts 

4.  Do  you  think  the  mailings  are  a  good  way  to  inform 
people  about  the  home  heating  service  plan?  Why/why 
not?  What  would  be  a  better  way?  (If  applicable)  What 
do  you  think  about  the  mailing  versus  other  types  of 
advertisements  you  mentioned?  What  do  you  think  about 
direct  mail  in  general?  Being  done  by  a  utility 
company? 


Pricing/Payment  Plans 

1.  What  would  you  be  willing  to  pay  for  a  HSP  that  covers 
repairs  (parts  and  labor)  to  your  gas  home  heating 
equipment? 

2.  What  do  you  remember  about  the  price  of  the  Plan?  Do 
you  remember  anything  about  a  multiple  year  option 
plan  (sign  up  for  one,  two  or  three  years)?  What  do 
you  remember? 

3.  Do  you  think  that  is  a  fair  price? 
Potential  for  Future  Purchase 

1.  How  likely  do  you  think  you  might  be  to  sign  up  for 
the  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  in  the  future?  Why  do  you 
say  that? 

2.  What  do  you  think  it  would  take  to  convince  you  to 
sign  up?  What  would  have  to  change? 

Special  offer 

Discount  (would  a  discount  on  the  two  and  three 

year  plans  be  appealing?  How  much  would  that 

discount  have  to  be  to  convince  you  to  sign  up 

for  the  two  or  three  year  plan?) 

Coverage 

3.  Did  you  think  that  Plan  customers  would  get  preference 
over  non-Plan  customers  when  it  came  to  servicing  by 
Boston  Gas?  What  makes  you  say  that? 

Perception  of  Traditional  Plan  Buyer 

1.  Who  do  you  think  would  buy  a  home  heating  service  plan 
from  Boston  Gas? 


V.    REACTIONS  TO  NEW  FEATURES  (10  minutes) 

1.  What  is  your  reaction  to  the  following  features  that 
Boston  Gas  is  considering?  Would  any  of  them  be  1  ikely 
to  make  you  reconsider  purchasing  a  home  heating 
service  plan  from  Boston  Gas? 

Payment  option  of  sign  up  now  and  pay  later  (pay 
when? ) 

Add  the  charge  to  the  gas  account  and  spread  the 
payments  out  (how  many  payments  are  desired) 


-  Charge  the  cost  of  the  Plan  to  your  credit  card 
(which  one) 

-  Automatic  renewals 

perceived  to  be   locked   in    (sign   up    for   life) 
convenience 

-  Heating  equipment  tune-ups  as  part  of  the  Plan. 
Would  you  be  interested  in  a  Plan  with  a  tune-up 
if  it  cost  more?  How  much  more  would  you  be 
willing  to  pay? 

-  Water  heater  coverage.  Would  you  sign  up 
for  water  heater  coverage?  Why/why  not?  What 
would  get  you  to  purchase  water  heater  coverage 
if  you  were  to  sign  up   for  HSP? 

VI.  1003  (5  minutes) 

Distribute,  have  participants  complete,  and  collect  lOQs. 

VII.  WRAP-UP  (10  minutes) 

I  would  just  like  to  ask  you  a  few  questions  about  your 
perceptions  of  Boston  Gas. 

How  is  their  response  time  on  their  service  calls  in 
general?  What  is  an  appropriate  response  time  (e.g.,  2-3 
hours,  same  day)?  On  HSP  covered  equipment?  Does  the 
response  time  differ  by  appliance  (e.g,  heating,  range, 
dryer)?  How  does  this  compare  to  the  response  time  of  other 
service  companies? 

Do  you  read  the  mailings  (other  than  bills)  received  from 
Boston  Gas?  How  closely?  What  about  the  bill  inserts? 

Any  other  comments  about  the  Heating  Service  Plan? 

Who  would  you  call  if  you  have  a  problem  with  your  gas 
range?  clothes  dryer?  water  heater? 
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HOME  HEATING  SERVICE  FLAN  FORMER  CUSTOMERS  FOCUS  GROUPS 


MODERATOR'S  GUIDE 

(NOTE:  THIS  GUIDE  IS  INTENDED  TO  SUGGEST  A 
LOGIC  TO  THE  DISCUSSION  ORDER,  AS  WELL  AS  TO 
IDENTIFY  KEY  AREAS  OF  CONCERN.  PRIORITIES 
SET  BY  THE  GROUP,  HOWEVER,  WILL  LIKELY  CAUSE 
VARIATIONS  AGAINST  THIS  GUIDE.) 

I.    INTRODUCTION  (10  minutes) 

A.  Moderator's  Introduction 

1.  General  Nature  and  Purpose  of  a  Focus  Group 

2.  Role  of  the  Moderator 

My  role  as  the  moderator  is  generally  to  direct 
the  content  and  flow  of  the  discussion  and  to 
make  sure  that  it  is  on  the  right  track.  I  am  not 
looking  for  any  right  or  wrong  answers,  so  feel 
free  to  offer  both  positive  and  negative 
viewpoints . 

B.  Specific  Purpose  (Objectives)  of  This  Focus  Group 

The  organization  that  is  sponsoring  this  Focus  Group 
is  interested  in  gaining  a  better  understanding  of 
homeowners'  perceptions  of  and  experiences  with 
service  contracts  on  home  appliances  and  equipment.  It 
was  decided  that  a  small,  informal  discussion  among 
homeowners  like  yourselves  would  be  an  excellent 
starting  point. 

We  will  be  talking  tonight  about  a  number  of  topics 
including  your  perceptions  of  service  contracts,  your 
decision  to  purchase  a  service  contract,  and  your 
experiences,  if  any,  with  service  plans. 

C.  QRODMD  RULES 

1.  This  session  is  being  audiotaped  and  videotaped. 
This  taping  allows  me,  as  the  moderator,  to  focus 
on  the  participants  rather  than  trying  to  jot  down 
specific  details  about  the  discussion.  The  tapes 
will  be  used  by  Abt  Associates  staff  to  prepare  a 
report  for  our  client.  Our  report  will  not  make 
references  to  any  one  of  you  by  name.  By  assuring 
your  anonymity,  I  hope  you  will  speak  openly  and 
candidly  about  tonight's  topic. 


2.  The  mirror  that  you  see  is  a  one-way  mirror. 
There  is  a  colleague  of  mine  from  Abt  Associates 
behind  the  mirror  who  will  be  viewing  the 
session.  There  are  also  a  few  representatives 
from  the  organization  sponsoring  this  focus 
group.  They  welcome  your  candid  and  open 
responses. 

3.  For  the  comfort  of  the  group,  please  do  not  smoke. 

4.  Please  speak  in  a  voice  as  loud  as  mine,  so  that 
it  can  be  picked  up  by  the  microphone. 

5.  We  encourage  you  to  share  your  opinions  with  the 
group,  but  please  avoid  side  conversations  while 
other  participants  are  speaking. 

D.    SELF-INTRODOCTIONS 

I'd  like  to  start  by  having  us  get  to  know  a  little 
bit  about  each  other.  Would  each  of  you  please  give 
your  first  name,  your  marital  status,  where  you  live 
and  what  kind  of  residence  you  live  in,  whether  you 
own  or  rent  your  residence,  and  from  which,  if  any, 
companies  you  have  purchased  service  plans.  By  service 
plan  I  mean  such  things  as  appliance  service  plans  or 
extended  warranty  plans  for  appliances  or  equipment  — 
in  other  words,  something  that  covers  repairs  to 
household  appliances  or  equipment. 

II.   GENERAL  PERCEPTION  OF  SERVICE  CONTRACTS  (15  minutes) 

A  number  of  you  mentioned  presently  having  or  having 
purchased  service  contracts  in  the  past.  I  would  like  to 
begin  the  discussion  with  a  question  about  your  general 
perceptions  of  home  appliance  service  plans  and  contracts. 

1.  If  one  of  your  neighbors  were  to  ask  your  opinion  on 
home  appliance  service  contracts,  which  one  or  ones 
would  you  recommend?  For  what  appliances  or  equipment? 
From  which  companies?  Why?  (Make  sure  to  clearly 
differentiate  and  obtain  full  information  on  gas 
appliance  and  home  heating  service  plans.) 
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How  are  service  plans/contracts  perceived  (e.g.,  as 
insurance?  maintenance?  what  are  the  positives? 
negatives?) 


o  How  do  you  find  out  about  appliance  or  equipment 
service  plans/contracts  (e.g.,  direct  mail,  print 
media — magazine/newspaper  ads  or  articles,  TV  or  radio 
ads/reports,  in-store  advertising/salespeople,  product 
circulars  or  inserts,  word-of -mouth,  etc.)  Does  this 
differ  by  type  of  appliance? 

o  How  are  service  plans  evaluated?  What  are  the  most 
important  factors  looked  at?  Least  important? 

*  Appliance  Issues 

Age  of  equipment 

-  Perceived  complexity  of  appliance 
Perceived  reliability  of  appliance 
Nature     of     breakdown      (emergency     vs. 
inconvenience) 

*  Supplier  Issues 

Reputation    of    company    offering    service 

contract 

Response  time  to  service  calls 

-  Knowing  who  or  where  to  get  appliance  fixed 

*  Price  Issues 

Price  of  contract  vs.  value  of  appliance 

o  Who  in  your  household  makes  decisions  to  purchase 
service  contracts?  Does  it  differ  by  appliance? 

III.  PERCEPTIONS  OF  AND  EXPERIENCES  WITH  HOME  HEATING  SERVICE 
PLAN  CONTRACTS  (15  minutes) 

A  number  of  you  have  mentioned  having  purchased  service 
plans  for  gas  appliances  and/or  home  heating  systems.  I 
would  like  to  hear  more  about  the  heating  systems  you 
currently  have. 

1.  What  kinds  of  heating  equipment  do  you  currently  have? 
How  old  is  it?  How  long  do  you  think  it  will  last? 

2.  What  kinds  of  problems  have  you  experienced?  Who  have 
you  called?  Why? 

3.  How  much  have  these  repairs  cost  you?  (If  no  repairs, 
how  much  do  you  think  a  typical  heating  system  or 
appliance  repair  costs?) 


4.-  Do  any  of  you  know  if  Boston  Gas  repairs  gas 
appliances? 

IV.   PERCEPTIONS  AND  EXPERIENCES  WITH  BOSTON  GAS  HOME  HEATING 
SERVICE  PLAN  (55  minutes) 

Now  I  would  like  to  talk  specifically  about  one  program  you 
mentioned  you  had  purchased  at  one  time,  the  Boston  Gas  Home 
Heating  Service  Plan. 

Awareness  of  Plan 

1.  How  did  you  find  out  about  the  Plan?  (e.g.,  TV,  direct 
mail,  word-of-mouth--neighbor ,  etc.)  What  do  you 
remember  you  were  told/saw/read? 

2.  When  (what  time  of  year)  were  you  solicited?  When 
would  he   a  good  time  of  year  to  be  solicited? 

3 .  What  do  you  remember  about  the  offer/premiums/coverage? 

4.  Do  you  think  the  mailings  are  a  good  way  to  inform 
people  about  the  home  heating  service  plan?  Why/why 
not?  What  would  be  a  better  way?  What  do  you  think 
about  the  mailing  versus  other  types  of  advertisements 
you  mentioned?  What  do  you  think  about  direct  mail  in 
general?  Being  done  by  a  utility  company? 

Purchase  Process 

1.  Who  in  your  household  made  the  decision  the  purchase 
the  Plan  (what  was  the  process)?  Was  this  the  person 
who  opens  the  mail? 

2.  Who  in  your  household  made  the  decision  to  stop  the 
Plan? 

Reasons  for  Purchase 

1.  Why  did  you  initially  buy  the  Plan?  What  was  the  most 
important  aspect? 

2.  PROBE:  What  do  you  think  you  bought? 

Security 
Protection 
Freedom  from  worry 
Convenience 


3.  How  important  were  the  following  features  in  your 
decision  to  purchase  the  Plan? 

24  hour  coverage  (call  at  any  hour) 
Cost  (low) 

Coverage  of  service  costs 
Coverage  of  most  parts 

Pricing/Payment  Plans 

1.  Did  you  pay  a  fair  price  for  your  HSP? 

2.  How  did  you  pay  for  the  Plan  (e.g.  ,  cash  up  front, 
credit  card) ?  Why? 

3.  Was  payment  at  time  of  sign-up  a  deterrent  to  renewing 
the  Plan? 

4.  What  did  you  think  about  the  multiple  year  option  plan? 

5.  Why  did  you  choose  the  length  of  plan  you  did?  Was 
payment  in  advance  a  deterrent  to  signing  up  for  the 
two  or  three  year  plan? 

Experience/Satisfaction  with  Plan 

1.  How  long  was  your  HSP  service  contract  in  existence? 

2.  Did  you  ever  use  it?  How  many  times?  For  what  services? 

3.  How  satisfied  were  you  with  Boston  Gas'  response  to 
requests  for  service  under  the  HSP?  Why  do  you  say 
that? 

4.  Overall,  how  satisfied  were  you  with  the  Plan?  Why  do 
you  say  that? 

5.  Did  you  feel  like  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  customers 
got  preference  over  non-Plan  customers  when  it  came  to 
servicing  by  Boston  Gas?  What  makes  you  say  that? 

Reasons  for  Stopping 

1.   Why  did  you  stop  the  Plan? 

No  need 

Cost 

Not  satisfied 

Other  supplier 


Potential  for  Future  Purchase 

1.  How  likely  do  you  think  you  might  be  to  sign  up  for 
Boston  Gas'  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  again  in  the 
future?  Why  do  you  say  that? 

2.  What  do  you  think  it  would  take  to  persuade  you  to 
sign  up  again? 

Special  offer 

Discount  (would  a  discount  on  the  two  and  three 
year  plans  be  appealing?  How  much  would  that 
discount  have  to  be  to  convince  you  to  sign  up 
for  the  two  or  three  year  plan?) 
Better/preferred  service 

V.    REACTIONS  TO  NEW  FEATURES  (10  minutes) 

1.  What  is  your  reaction  to  the  following  features  of  the 
HSP  that  Boston  Gas  is  considering? 

Payment  option  of  sign  up  now  and  pay  later  (pay 
when?) 

Add  the  charge  to  the  gas  account  and  spread  the 
payments  out  (how  many  payments  are  desired) 

Charge  the  cost  of  the  Plan  to  your  credit  card 
(which  one) 

Automatic  renewals 

perceived  to  be  locked  in  (sign  up  for  life) 
-    convenience 

Heating  equipment  tune-ups  as  part  of  the  Plan. 
Would  you  be  interested  in  a  Plan  with  a  tune-up 
if  it  cost  more?  How  much  more  would  you  be 
willing  to  pay? 

Water  heater  coverage.  Did  anybody  have  water 
heater  coverage?  Why  did  you  sign  up  for  water 
heater  coverage?  Did  anybody  not  have  water 
heater  coverage  when  they  had  the  Home  Heating 
Service  Plan?  Why  not?  What  would  get  you  to 
purchase  water  heater  coverage  if  you  were  to 
sign  up  for  HSP  again? 
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VI.  lOOs  (5  minutes) 

Distribute,  have  participants  complete,  and  collect  lOQs. 

VII.  WRAP-UP  (10  minutes) 

I  would  just  like  to  ask  you  a  few  questions  about  your 
perceptions  of  Boston  Gas. 

How  is  their  response  time  on  their  service  calls  in 
general?  What  is  an  appropriate  response  time  (e.g.,  2-3 
hours,  same  day)?  On  HSP  covered  equipment?  Does  the 
response  time  differ  by  appliance  (e.g,  heating,  range, 
dryer)?  How  does  this  compare  to  the  response  time  of  other 
service  companies? 

Do  you  read  the  mailings  (other  than  bills)  received  from 
Boston  Gas?  How  closely?  What  about  the  bill  inserts? 

Any  other  comments  about  the  Heating  Service  Plan? 

Who  would  you  call  if  you  have  a  problem  with  your  gas 
range?  clothes  dryer?  water  heater? 
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APPENDIX  C 
Summary  of  Results  of  Individual  Opinion  Questionnaires 


ABT  ASSOCIATES  GROUP  #12 

PROJ#  BG-HSP 

G.03/BGCCHI.IOQ  NAME: 

2/26/88 

CURRENT  CUSTOMERS  —  HIGH  PENETRATION  AREAS 

INDIVIDUAL  OPINION  QUESTIONNAIRE 

1.  How  satisfied  overall  would  you  say  you  are  with  Boston  Gas 
Home  Heating  Service  Plan? 

[  7]  Very  satisfied 

[  2]  Somewhat  satisfied 

[  ]  Somewhat  dissatisfied 

[  ]  Very  dissatisfied 

2 .  Why  do  you  say  that? 
Very  Satisfied 

"I  never  have  any  service  plan  problems." 

"They  (the  service  man)  responded  when  I  needed  them 
(called) ." 

"Service  and  dependability;  tips  given  by  service  man; 
extra  service  (e.g.,  changed  filter). 

"Good  service  over  many  years." 

"Always  responded  in  good  time." 

"Very     reliable,     efficient    service    given     on    a     very 
responsive   friendly  basis." 

Somewhat  Satisfied 

"Have  had  no  routine  service  —  this  is  insurance." 

"No  cleaning  or  lubrication  services  offered." 
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3.  How  likely  do  you  think  you  would  be  to  renew  your  home 
heating  service  plan  when  it  expires? 

[  9]  Very  likely  CONTINUE  WITH  Q  4 

[   ]  Somewhat  likely 

[   ]  Somewhat  unlikely        SKIP  TO  Q  5 

[   ]  Very  unlikely 

4 .  Which  plan  are  you  most  likely  to  sign  up  for? 

[  6]  One  year  plan 

[   ]  Two  year  plan 

[  3]  Three  year  plan  ("if  a  definite  savings, 
cost-effective") 

5.  Following  are  a  list  of  features  that  could  be  included  in 
Boston  Gas  Company's  Home  Heating  Service  Plan.  Please  rate 
each  of  the  features  below  on  how  appealing  it  is  to  you,  on 
a  scale  from  1  to  5,  where  1  is  very  appealing  and  5  is  very 

unappealing.  Circle  one  number  for  each  feature. 

Very  Very 

Appealing     Unappealing 

Payment  option  of  sign  up 

now  and  pay  several  months 

later.  (1)1     2   (2)3   (1)4   (5)5 

Add  the  cost  of  the  Plan  to 

your  gas  bill  and  spread  the 

payments  out  over  several 

months.  (2)1     2   (3)3   (2)4   (1)5 

Charge  the  cost  of  the  Plan 

to  your  credit  card.  1     2     3     4   (9)5 

Automatic  Plan  renewals 

unless  you  indicate 

otherwise  to  Boston  Gas.    (2)1   (1)2     3   (1)4   (5)5 

Heating  equipment  tune-ups 

as  part  of  the  Plan  at 

additional  cost.  (4)1     2   (3)3   (1)4   (1)5 

Service  plans  for  gas 

cooking  ranges.  (1)1     2   (2)3   (2)4   (3)5 

Service  plans  for  gas 

clothes  dryers.  (2)1     2   (2)3   (2)4   (3)5 


6.  Which  statement  best  describes  what  you  usually  do  with  the 
bill  inserts  you  receive  in  the  mail  from  Boston  Gas? 

[   ]  I  only  look  at  the  bill;  I  throw  the  inserts  away 
without  reading  them. 

[  8]  I  skim  the  inserts  and  throw  them  away  or  put  them 
aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[   ]  I  read  the  inserts  thoroughly  and  throw  them  away  or 
put  them  aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  1]  I  read  the  inserts  thoroughly  and  act  on  them. 

7 .  Which  statement  best  describes  what  you  usually  do  with  the 
separate  mailings  (aside  from  your  bill)  that  you  receive 
from  Boston  Gas? 

[   ]  I  throw  the  mailings  away  without  opening  or  reading 
them. 

[  6]  I  skim  the  mailings  and  throw  them  away  or  put  them 
aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  1]  I  read  the  mailings  thoroughly  and  throw  them  away  or 
put  them  aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  1]  I  read  the  mailings  thoroughly  and  act  on  them. 


ABT  ASSOCIATES  GROUP  #12 

PROJ#  BG-HSP 

G.03/BGCCLO.IOQ  NAME: 

2/26/88 

CURRENT  CUSTOMERS  —  LOW  PENETRATION  AREAS 

INDIVIDUAL  OPINION  QUESTIONNAIRE 

1.  How  satisfied  overall  would  you  say  you  are  with  Boston  Gas 
Home  Heating  Service  Plan? 

[  8]  Very  satisfied 

[  ]  Somewhat  satisfied 

[  ]  Somewhat  dissatisfied 

[  ]  Very  dissatisfied 

2 .  Why  do  you  say  that? 

Very  Satisfied 

"I  have  used  it  about  4  times  and  the  service  was 
excellent. " 

"Satisfied  with  Plan  and  cost." 

"The     cost     is     low    --    the    protection     is    worth    being 
stress-free. " 

"Good  service,  low  cost,  courteous  service  people." 

"Value  for  service,  prompt  service,  all  staff  have  been 
polite,  knowledgeable." 

"Because  it's  good." 

"Responsive  from  previous  experience  in  using  their 
service. " 


3.  How  likely  do  you  think  you  would  be  to  renew  your  home 
heating  service  plan  when  it  expires? 

[  8]  Very  likely  CONTINUE  WITH  Q  4 

[   ]  Somewhat  likely 

[   ]  Somewhat  unlikely        SKIP  TO  Q  5 

[   ]  Very  unlikely 

4.  Which  plan  are  you  most  likely  to  sign  up  for? 

[  2]  One  year  plan 
[  3]  Two  year  plan 
[  3]  Three  year  plan 

5.  Following  are  a  list  of  features  that  could  be  included  in 
Boston  Gas  Company's  Home  Heating  Service  Plan.  Please  rate 
each  of  the  features  below  on  how  appealing  it  is  to  you,  on 
a  scale  from  1  to  5,  where  1  is  very  appealing  and  5  is  very 

unappealing.  Circle  one  number  for  each  feature. 

Very  Very 

Appealing     Unappealing 

Payment  option  of  sign  up 

now  and  pay  several  months 

later.  (3)1     2   (3)3      4   (2)5 

Add  the  cost  of  the  Plan  to 

your  gas  bill  and  spread  the 

payments  out  over  several 

months.  (4)1     2   (3)3   (1)4      5 

Charge  the  cost  of  the  Plan 

to  your  credit  card.  1   (1)2     3     4   (7)5 

Automatic  Plan  renewals 

unless  you  indicate 

otherwise  to  Boston  Gas.       1   (3)2   (1)3   (1)4   (3)5 

Heating  equipment  tune-ups 

as  part  of  the  Plan  at 

additional  cost.  (2)1   (3)2   (1)3   (2)4      5 

Service  plans  for  gas 

cooking  ranges.  1     2   (1)3   (3)4   (4)5 

Service  plans  for  gas 

clothes  dryers.  1   (2)2   (2)3   (1)4   (3)5 


Which  statement  best  describes  what  you  usually  do  with  the 
bill  inserts  you  receive  in  the  mail  from  Boston  Gas? 

[   ]  I  only  look  at  the  bill;  I  throw  the  inserts  away 
without  reading  them. 

[  2]  I  skim  the  inserts  and  throw  them  away  or  put  them 
aside  for  further  consideration  or  action, 

[  3]  I  read  the  inserts  thoroughly  and  throw  them  away  or 
put  them  aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  2]  I  read  the  inserts  thoroughly  and  act  on  them. 


Which  statement  best  describes  what  you  usually  do  with  the 
separate  mailings  (aside  from  your  bill)  that  you  receive 
from  Boston  Gas? 

[   ]  I  throw  the  mailings  away  without  opening  or  reading 
them. 

[  5]  I  skim  the  mailings  and  throw  them  away  or  put  them 
aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  3]  I  read  the  mailings  thoroughly  and  throw  them  away  or 
put  them  aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[   ]  I  read  the  mailings  thoroughly  and  act  on  them. 


ABT  ASSOCIATES  GROUP  #56 

PROJ#  BG-HSP 

G.04/BGNCHI.IOQ  NAME: 

3/7/88 

NON-CUSTOMERS  —  HIGH  PENETRATION  AREAS 

INDIVIDUAL  OPINION  QUESTIONNAIRE 

1.  How  likely  do  you  think  you  would  be  to  sign  up  for  the 
Boston  Gas  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  in  the  near  future? 

[  1]  Very  likely  CONTINUE  WITH  Q  2 

[  5]  Somewhat  likely 

[  2]  Somewhat  unlikely        SKIP  TO  Q  3 

[  1]  Very  unlikely 

2.  Which  plan  would  you  be  most  likely  to  sign  up  for? 

[  4]  One  year  plan 
[  ]  Two  year  plan 
[   ]  Three  year  plan 


Following  are  a  list  of  features  that  could  be  included  in 
Boston  Gas  Company's  Home  Heating  Service  Plan.  Please  rate 
each  of  the  features  below  on  how  appealing  it  is  to  you,  on 
a  scale  from  1  to  5 ,  where  1  is  very  appealing  and  5  is  very 
unappealing.  Circle  one  number  for  each  feature. 

Very  Very 

Appealing     Unappealing 

Payment  option  of  sign  up 

now  and  pay  several  months 

later.  (1)1      2   (1)3   (3)4   (5)5 

Add  the  cost  of  the  Plan  to 

your  gas  bill  and  spread  the 

payments  out  over  several 

months.  (7)1   (1)2      3      4   (2)5 

Charge  the  cost  of  the  Plan 

to  your  credit  card.  1     2   (1)3      4   (9)5 

Automatic  Plan  renewals 

unless  you  indicate 

otherwise  to  Boston  Gas.       1     2   (3)3   (2)4   (5)5 

Heating  equipment  tune-ups 

as  part  of  the  Plan  at 

additional  cost.  (4)1   (3)2     3   (1)4   (2)5 

Service  plans  for  gas 

cooking  ranges.  1   (4)2   (1)3   (2)4   (3)5 

Service  plans  for  gas 

clothes  dryers.  1   (2)2   (2)3   (3)4   (3)5 


Which  statement  best  describes  what  you  usually  do  with  the 
bill  inserts  you  receive  in  the  mail  from  Boston  Gas? 

[  5]  I  only  look  at  the  bill;  I  throw  the  inserts  away 
without  reading  them. 

[  3]  I  skim  the  inserts  and  throw  them  away  or  put  them 
aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  2]  I  read  the  inserts  thoroughly  and  throw  them  away  or 
put  them  aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[   ]  I  read  the  inserts  thoroughly  and  act  on  them. 


Which  statement  best  describes  what  you  usually  do  with  the 
separate  mailings  (aside  from  your  bill)  that  you  receive 
from  Boston  Gas? 

[  1]  I  throw  the  mailings  away  without  opening  or  reading 
them. 

[  9]  I  skim  the  mailings  and  throw  them  away  or  put  them 
aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[   ]  I  read  the  mailings  thoroughly  and  throw  them  away  or 
put  them  aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[   ]  I  read  the  mailings  thoroughly  and  act  on  them. 


ABT  ASSOCIATES  GROUP  #56 

PROJ#  BG-HSP 

G.04/BGNCLO.IOQ  NAME: 

3/7/88 

NON-CUSTOMERS  —  LOW  PENETRATION  AREAS 

INDIVIDUAL  OPINION  QUESTIONNAIRE 

1.  How  likely  do  you  think  you  would  be  to  sign  up  for  the 
Boston  Gas  Home  Heating  Service  Plan  in  the  near  future? 

[  4]  Very  likely             CONTINUE  WITH  Q  2 

[  4]  Somewhat  likely 

[  2]  Somewhat  unlikely         SKIP  TO  Q  3 

[  ]  Very  unlikely 

2.  Which  plan  would  you  be  most  likely  to  sign  up  for? 

[  5]  One  year  plan  ' 
[   ]  Two  year  plan 
[  3]  Three  year  plan 


Following  are  a  list  of  features  that  could  be  included  in 
Boston  Gas  Company's  Home  Heating  Service  Plan.  Please  rate 
each  of  the  features  below  on  how  appealing  it  is  to  you,  on 
a  scale  from  1  to  5,  where  1  is  very  appealing  and  5  is  very 
unappealing.  Circle  one  number  for  each  feature. 

Very  Very 

Appealing     Unappealing 

Payment  option  of  sign  up 

now  and  pay  several  months 

later.  (2)1   (1)2   (2)3   (1)4   (1)5 

Add  the  cost  of  the  Plan  to 

your  gas  bill  and  spread  the 

payments  out  over  several 

months.  (6)1   (2)2   (1)3      4      5 

Charge  the  cost  of  the  Plan 

to  your  credit  card.        (2)1     2      3      4   (4)5 

Automatic  Plan  renewals 

unless  you  indicate 

otherwise  to  Boston  Gas.    (2)1   (1)2   (3)3     4   (1)5 

Heating  equipment  tune-ups 

as  part  of  the  Plan  at 

additional  cost.  (5)1     2   (3)3      4      5 

Service  plans  for  gas 

cooking  ranges.  (4)1   (2)2   (2)3     4   (1)5 

Service  plans  for  gas 

clothes  dryers.  (5)1   (1)2     3   (1)4   (1)5 


Which  statement  best  describes  what  you  usually  do  with  the 
bill  inserts  you  receive  in  the  mail  from  Boston  Gas? 

[  1]  I  only  look  at  the  bill;  I  throw  the  inserts  away 
without  reading  them. 

[  4]  I  skim  the  inserts  and  throw  them  away  or  put  them 
aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  4]  I  read  the  inserts  thoroughly  and  throw  them  away  or 
put  them  aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  1]  I  read  the  inserts  thoroughly  and  act  on  them. 


5.  Which  statement  best  describes  what  you  usually  do  with  the 
separate  mailings  (aside  from  your  bill)  that  you  receive 
from  Boston  Gas? 

[   ]  I  throw  the  mailings  away  without  opening  or  reading 
them. 

[  3]  I  skim  the  mailings  and  throw  them  away  or  put  them 
aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  6]  I  read  the  mailings  thoroughly  and  throw  them  away  or 
put  them  aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  1]  I  read  the  mailings  thoroughly  and  act  on  them. 
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INDIVIDUAL  OPINION  QUESTIONNAIRE 

1.  Thinking  back  to  when  you  first  signed  up  for  the  Boston  Gas 
Home  Heating  Service  Plan,  overall  how  well  were  your 
initial  expectations  met  by  the  Plan? 

[  5]  Most  of  my  expectations  were  met 
[  3]  Some  of  my  expectations  were  met 
[  1]  Very  few  of  my  expectations  were  met 

2.  Why  do  you  say  that? 
Most  Met 

"No  problems . " 

"Fast  service  —  nice  people  —  very  good  response." 

"The  servicemen  were  able  to  rectify  my  heating  problem  in 
a  quick  and  efficient  manner." 

"When  my  furnace  broke  down,  it  was  repaired  the  same 
evening. " 

"I  only  had  to  use  the  service  once  but  the  Boston  Gas 
employee  was  prompt  and  took  care  of  the  problem  quickly." 

Some  Met 

"I  didn't  know  enough  about  what  was  covered  and  what 
wasn't  covered.  It's  difficult  to  know  just  what  the 
chances  of  certain  elements  needing  replacement.  It  was 
hard  to  compare  replacement  costs  without  a  contract 
compared  to  what  actually  would  happen  in  a  normal  heating 
system . " 

"I  didn't  need  to  use  the  plan  for  service  calls." 

Very  Few  Met 

"They  were  called  once,  they  did  not  know  what  to  do." 

Other 

"I  did  not  have  a  need  for  the  service." 


3.  How  likely  do  you  think  you  would  be  to  sign  up  again  for 
the  home  heating  service  plan  in  the  near  future? 

[  3]  Very  likely  CONTINUE  WITH  Q  4 

[  4]  Somewhat  likely 

[   ]  Somewhat  unlikely        SKIP  TO  Q  5 

[3]  Very  unlikely 

4.  Which  plan  would  you  be  most  likely  to  sign  up  for? 

[  6]  One  year  plan 
[  1]  Two  year  plan 
[   ]  Three  year  plan 

5.  Following  are  a  list  of  features  that  could  be  included  in 
Boston  Gas  Company's  Home  Heating  Service  Plan.  Please  rate 
each  of  the  features  below  on  how  appealing  it  is  to  you,  on 
a  scale  from  1  to  5,  where  1  is  very  appealing  and  5  is  very 
unappealing.  Circle  one  number  for  each  feature. 

Very  Very 

Appealing     Unappealing 

Payment  option  of  sign  up 

now  and  pay  several  months 

later.  (5)1   (2)2     3   (1)4     5 

Add  the  cost  of  the  Plan  to 

your  gas  bill  and  spread  the 

payments  out  over  several 

months.  (7)1   (1)2   (1)3     4   (1)5 

Charge  the  cost  of  the  Plan 

to  your  credit  card.  1   (1)2   (1)3     4   (5)5 

Automatic  Plan  renewals 

iinless  you  indicate 

otherwise  to  Boston  Gas.      1   (1)2   (1)3     4   (5)5 

Heating  equipment  tune-ups 

as  part  of  the  Plan  at 

additional  cost.  (1)1   (1)2   (1)3   (1)4   (4)5 

Service  plans  for  gas 

cooking  ranges.  (4)1   (1)2   (2)3     4   (2)5 

Service  plans  for  gas 

clothes  dryers.  (4)1   (2)2   (1)3   (1)4   (1)5 


6.  Which  statement  best  describes  what  you  usually  do  with  the 
bill  inserts  you  receive  in  the  mail  from  Boston  Gas? 

[  5]  I  only  look  at  the  bill;  I  throw  the  inserts  away 
without  reading  them. 

[   ]  I  skim  the  inserts  and  throw  them  away  or  put  them 
aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  4]  I  read  the  inserts  thoroughly  and  throw  them  away  or 
put  them  aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  1]  I  read  the  inserts  thoroughly  and  act  on  them. 

7.  Which  statement  best  describes  what  you  usually  do  with  the 
separate  mailings  (aside  from  your  bill)  that  you  receive 
from  Boston  Gas? 

[   ]  I  throw  the  mailings  away  without  opening  or  reading 
them. 

[  5]  I  skim  the  mailings  and  throw  them  away  or  put  them 
aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  4]  I  read  the  mailings  thoroughly  and  throw  them  away  or 
put  them  aside  for  further  consideration  or  action. 

[  1]  I  read  the  mailings  thoroughly  and  act  on  them. 


